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PREFACE 

IN the spring and summer of 1952 Humphry House and 
I were fellow examiners in the Preliminary Examination 
of the Honours School of English at Oxford, and both of 
us had to set and read papers on Aristotle's Poetics. We 
were not impressed by the standard of knowledge and 
understanding that candidates showed, and House de- 
cided to write a course of eight lectures, which he delivered 
in Michaelmas Term 1952 and again, after revision, in 
1953. Before the war I had lectured on the Poetics for 
Classical Moderations, and I gave House such papers 
as I had then written for classical societies or more formal 
lectures, and such advice on books and articles as my 
now rather out-of-date experience could suggest. For 
this House in his lectures gave me more than enough 
credit. At one time we contemplated a joint book on the 
Poetics, but this posthumous issue of his lectures was to 
be our only further collaboration. When his literary 
executor asked me what should be done with the lectures, 
I reread them and felt, not, I hope, merely out of parti- 
ality for the author or for some of the ideas that he had 
taken from me and developed, that they were well worth 
publishing as a sensitive and level-headed explanation 
and defence of Aristotle; and I willingly undertook to 
prepare them for the press. I had read his lectures as he 
rewrote them in October and November 1953, and made 
a few marginal notes, some of which I have now incorpor- 
ated in the text where House seemed to accept them. 

As a classical scholar House was qualified by a first in 
"Greats" and a lectureship in Classics at University 
College, Exeter, to tackle the Poetics, and as an English 
scholar and critic to give it actuality and life before an 
audience of students of English literature. One might 
hesitate to publish lectures which were not meant for 



publication and had no revision with that end in view, if 
there were available to English readers of the Poetics any 
satisfactory introduction to it and discussion of its prob- 
lems and value. I need add little to what House 
himself in the course of these lectures says, e.g. about 
Hamilton Fyfe's book, or L. J. Potts' s Aristotle on the Art of 
Fiction, on which House wrote a long letter to the Times 
Literary Supplement in February 1954. A. S. Owen's 
Aristotle on the Art of Poetry is very slight and dry, and A. O. 
Prickard's Aristotle on the Art of Poetry is no more than one 
lecture with two appendices. F. L. Lucas's Tragedy in 
Relation to Aristotle's Poetics is brilliant and stimulating, 
but hardly sits close enough to the text for beginners and 
examinees, and is, in my opinion, misleading about 
catharsis. Butcher's Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art 
uses Aristotle as a peg on which to hang rather vague and 
un-Aristotelian speculations. Bywater's standard edition 
of the Greek text is a work of meticulous textual and 
linguistic scholarship, but it is not illuminated by a lively 
interest in the philosophical and historical significance of 
Aristotle's thought. Since Jaeger's book appeared in 
1923, there has been a revolution in Aristotelian studies, 
in the attempt to reconstruct and date the fragmentary 
early works, to analyse and relate the complete surviving 
works as stages in the evolution of Aristotle's thought, 
and generally to conceive Aristotle's life as the develop- 
ment of an independent philosophy under the over- 
whelming shadow of Plato (see D. J. Allan, The Philosophy 
of Aristotle, for a recent account of this). The application 
of this new and fruitful point of view to the Poetics was 
undertaken by the Italian scholar Augusto Rostagni, first 
in two articles reconstructing the lost dialogue On the Poets, 
and then in an edition of the Poetics, of which House 
made considerable use. Of general works on Aristotle 
one may here be mentioned, W. D. (now Sir David) 
Ross's Aristotle, which gives fifteen pages (276-290) to a 
very concise and clear account of the Poetics. 

House tried to see the Poetics in the context of Aristotle's 
other works, the Ethics and Rhetoric especially, but it was 
no part of his plan (and I could not supplement him, 
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having turned away from Aristotle to other studies) to get 
abreast of all the new work on Plato's discussions of 
poetry and on the Poetics. He wished to discuss as seriously 
and thoroughly as eight lectures permitted, but without 
a minute technical scholarship, the main problems, 
keeping close to the text. In a letter to me he listed 
some of the topics that he would have liked to develop, 
but had to omit or pass over summarily, namely diction, 
happy and unhappy endings, "paralogism"; and he pro- 
posed to ' 'abbreviate and clarify" the introduction and 
the lecture on the relation between plot and character, in 
order to find room. 

In his sober enthusiasm for Aristotle, House is perhaps 
a little unsympathetic to Plato, or at least to the formula- 
tions of the Republic; I have occasionally added a 
qualification or reference at such points, and I have 
here and there ventured to add a few brief notes where 
it seemed desirable: that they are mine, not his, is 
indicated by their square brackets. I have also modified 
to some extent the lecturing tone and the direct address 
to the audience of freshmen as "you", especially where 
Oxford undergraduates and the Oxford syllabus were 
aimed at. But they remain lectures. The frequent 
references to Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy, Milton's 
Samson Agonistes, Sophocles's Oedipus at Colonus are to be 
explained by the fact that in 1953 these works formed 
part of the same Oxford syllabus as the. Poetics (along 
with King Lear, Dryden's All for Love, Corneille's Polyeucte 
and Racine's Andromaque). Bywater's translation is used 
throughout because it is the text used in the Oxford 
examination. Where Plato's Republic is quoted in English, 
I have substituted H. D. P. Lee's Penguin translation for 
A. D. Lindsay's, which House used. All the italics in the 
extracts from translations are House's. 

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the Clarendon 
Press for permission to use Bywater's translation of the 
Poetics, Sir David Ross's of the Nicomachean Ethics and 
the Fragments, W. Rhys Roberts's of the Rhetoric, the last 
three being volumes in the series of The Works of 
Aristotle translated into English ; to Messrs. Dent for per- 



mission to quote from A. E. Taylor's translation of Plato's 
Laws; to Penguin Books from Plato, Republic, translated by 
H. D. P. Lee, 1955, and Sophocles, The Theban Plays, 
translated by E. F. Watling, 1947; to Messrs. Kegan 
Paul, Trench from E. Rohde's Psyche, 1925; to Messrs. 
Methuen from T. S. Eliot's, The Sacred Wood, 1920. 

I have added on p. 127 a list of the works concerned 
with Plato and Aristotle that House mentioned in the 
lectures or I mention in this preface and in my notes, 
excluding those that are referred to only in passing. 

COLIN HARDIE 

Oxford, 24 August, 1955 



LECTURE I 

INTRODUCTION 

i. Pitfalls 

IN teaching and examining for several years past, I have 
been struck by the fact that a number of the more sensi- 
tive and intelligent people, reading the Poetics for the first 
time, have said that to begin with they were repelled by 
its method and style and by its apparently countless de- 
ficiencies and omissions, but that, as they went on with 
the study of it, they came more and more to see its value 
and wisdom, and to appreciate how often some small, 
rather dry phrase held, or implied, much that was of 
critical value. I hope this may be true of many of you 
also. Indeed, I think it might be counted as a symptom 
of insensitivity, almost, and lack of intelligence, if anyone 
were to claim that he had fallen in love with the Poetics 
(even in Bywater's translation) at first sight. It would 
imply, I think, some snobbery, an exaggerated deference 
to prestige, and a none-too-healthy desire to align his 
affections prematurely with his duty. 

But after a time, I hope, you may grow into a sympa- 
thetic understanding of it. This will come about only by 
detailed and careful hard work. 

It is a common fault to approach this work with un- 
sympathetic grousing about what are thought to be 
Aristotle's omissions; and you may indeed be honestly 
puzzled by these if so, you must go elsewhere. I do not 
propose to lecture here about what Aristotle did not say, 
or about what he might have meant if he had said 
something else. 

And it is dangerous to jump to conclusions about 
what Aristotle omits. Hamilton Fyfe, in his little edition 
of the Poetics , a booklet against which I must once and for 
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all warn you as being shallow and misleading, giving 
By water's translation slightly modified, says: "Of 'in- 
spiration', which for Plato is the essence of poetry, 
Aristotle never says a word." Now, the typical Platonic 
language for "inspiration" is to speak of the "madness" 
of the poet. And there is a quite explicit recognition of 
this in ch. xvii of the Poetics : 

As far as may be, too, the poet should even act his story with 
the very gestures of his personages. Given the same natural 
qualifications, he who feels the emotions to be described will be 
the most convincing; distress and anger, for instance, are por- 
trayed most truthfully by one who is feeling them at the 
moment. Hence it is that poetry demands a man with a special 
gift for it, or else one with a touch of madness in him; the former 
can easily assume the required mood, and the latter may be 
actually beside himself with emotion. 

No equivalent, admittedly, occurs here of the English 
word "inspiration"; but that is itself a word which begs 
a great many questions: it implies an "inbreathing" by 
an external agency, a superior power : it implies a meta- 
physically or theologically direct source of poetic crea- 
tiveness. But Aristotle, very wisely, does not, and does 
not want to, commit himself to this. He speaks at the 
psychological level, and uses a term taken over from 
Plato, his master, for the mysterious element, like mad- 
ness, which may be involved. 

It is essential to see that he does in passing recognise 
this exceedingly important aspect of poetic creation. 
Otherwise one may, unfairly, think him a dullard and a 
fool. Hamilton Fyfe blames him quite without justice. 

It is also most interesting to see how, in this almost in- 
cidental passage, Aristotle slips in a valuable distinction 
between two classes of poet dealing with imagined char- 
acters the man whom Bywater calls the "man with a 
special gift for it" and the man with "a touch of mad- 
ness". This was put by Twining, a translator and editor 
in the late eighteenth century, as "either great natural 
quickness of parts, or an enthusiasm allied to madness". 
Here is adumbrated a most important distinction be- 
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twecn two types of poetic character. But it is no part of 
Aristotle's plan to develop it. 

Aristotle mentions this aspect of poetic creation in 
passing, and merely adumbrates this distinction, not be- 
cause he is a dullard and a fool, but because he is writing 
primarily about the formal aspects of poetry, not about 
the psychology of creation. He is instructing his pupils 
how to write Tragedy or Epic, so far as it can be taught : 
inspiration cannot be taught, and by the "art" of poetry 
is meant a consistent body of principles and rules for its 
composition rather than the capacity to apply them. It 
is remarkable that, as his subject is poetic form, he should 
have made this distinction between types of poetic char- 
acter at all, and so carefully. 

I mention this at the very beginning to warn you 
against the easy assumption that Aristotle has omitted all 
the matters that in a modern critical treatise might be 
regarded as essential. 

He mentioned this matter of "madness" only in passing, 
because his primary purpose was to deal with poetic 
forms, to classify and distinguish one kind of poetry from 
another, one species from another, within the general de- 
scription of the genus: this was entirely consistent with 
his general philosophical method; and he claimed no 
more. 

2. Rewards 

The first claim of the Poetics on our attention, long 
before we come to the problematic passages, is that it is 
the earliest surviving treatise to record and distinguish 
systematically one poetic "kind" from another. In doing 
this, Aristotle was describing literature as he knew it in 
Greece where poets usually competed for prizes in this 
or that class or "kind". We know that his Politics was 
founded on the study, in detail, of the history and con- 
stitutions of 158 Greek states, and there is good reason to 
believe that the Poetics was preceded by a similar exam- 
ination of Greek plays; we have to remember the num- 
ber, richness and variety of the plays available to 
Aristotle, compared with the minute proportion of Greek 
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plays that have survived to us. He took over the kinds 
of literature as he found them; and by perpetuating 
them left a framework of reference for all European 
criticism since. 

For it is largely through the Poetics, though not be- 
cause of it, that the main poetic "kinds" are still dis- 
tinguished, even in their very names, through all the 
literatures of Europe, as Tragedy, Comedy, Epic and 
Lyric. In the main European languages these words are 
taken over from Greek merely transliterated and adapted 
to the appropriate grammatical shape. Whatever later 
forms, or kinds, may have been since developed, these 
have persisted, and (what is more) these names are still 
in constant use in the critical judgment even of kinds of 
literature that were unknown to Aristotle. Thus, a 
medieval verse Romance can hardly be discussed at all 
without reference to, and comparison with, Epic; even if 
the reason for mentioning Epic is to point the differences. 
A modern fictional narrative in prose, usually in this 
country called a "novel" (from the Italian), but in 
French called a roman (with a throwback to medieval 
Romance) even a novel can hardly be discussed with- 
out using the terms Tragedy, Comedy, Epic and Lyric 
or the adjectives derived from them as the quickest 
means of suggesting its character, or certain qualities in 
its various parts, or some aspect of its purposes or treat- 
ment. Even in a state of European literature in which 
the "kinds" are not strictly adhered to, the traditional 
kinds as distinguished by Aristotle still have vitality in 
helping an author to define his own purposes and 
methods, and in helping a critic to interpret them. 

Also, quite apart from these words, which have been 
transliterated into the European languages, nearly all the 
leading critical ideas and distinctions used by Aristotle 
have been translated and still have a vital currency. 
Confining ourselves to dramatic criticism only, consider 
merely the terms plot, character, complication, denoue- 
ment, episode, chorus, unity of action (to go no further), 
and ask how criticism could proceed without them. One 
of the main reasons why I believe it good that the Poetics 
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should be read at the very beginning of a university 
course in literature is that it shows these essential current 
terms in their earliest formal context, related to a litera- 
ture that you can read, at least in translation. 

That word "related", which I have just used, is very 
important, and leads me to mention another great value 
which the reading of the Poetics at this stage may have. 
It is a means of accustoming oneself from the beginning 
to the fact that critical terms are relative, not absolute; 
that they need examination (not only in Aristotle but 
always, everywhere) in the light of the literature to which 
they refer and of the special purposes for which the critic 
himself is using them. This is just as true of modern 
criticism now even of book-reviews in the weekly press 
as it is of Aristotle himself, or, say, of Sidney or Dryden. 
Even though the words may remain in constant use in the 
same language, unchanged in form, yet their exact 
reference to the literature, and the nuance which they 
imply to the mind of the critic who uses them, may 
change, and frequently do change. The language of 
criticism is not a permanent, fixed, scientific vocabulary 
which, when once learnt, has merely to be correctly 
applied. It is constantly shifting; and it is the business of 
a trained mind, in writing or thinking of literature, to be 
alert to its shifts when they appear in the works of others, 
and to use the terms themselves carefully and studiously, 
in order that, so far as may be, the resulting criticism may 
make apparent the sense in which its own terminology is 
to be understood. That is the ideal; even if it is an ideal 
which scarcely any critic has ever attained. 

At any period of literary history it is easy to pick up a 
current critical jargon, and to employ it fluently with an 
air of mastery and conviction, without penetrating at all 
to the centre of the problems with which it is meant to 
deal. Anybody who writes or speaks at all about litera- 
ture is constantly finding himself (experto credite) falling 
back upon some specious, apparently rich and preferably 
resonant, piece of current critical jargon, just because he 
has failed to think out resolutely what he is trying to say. 
A part of any university training in English should be to 



make you alert to this danger, should be a critique of 
terminology, so as to make habitual a concern about 
terms in this way. Nothing, unfortunately, is commoner 
than to find in undergraduate essays the use of technical 
critical language in a familiar and knowing way as if the 
mere use of it solved the problem and gave a triumphant 
irrefutable answer. In examining I have, over and over 
again, read essays about Tragedy, or some particular 
tragedy, which end up by just saying, as if the mere term 
clinched the matter, ". . . and thus is achieved that 
catharsis which, as Aristotle so rightly says, is the effect 
of tragedy on the emotions". 

One of the reasons for reading the Poetics is to prevent 
the possibility of such writing. And I believe that it is by 
no means a drawback that you have to read this work in 
a translation from a language of which most of you know 
little or nothing. For the knowledge that it is a transla- 
tion necessarily focuses the mind upon these verbal ques- 
tions; upon the fact that words shift in meaning from 
language to language, and within one language from 
time to time. In his Introduction to Bywater's transla- 
tion of the Poetics, Professor Gilbert Murray calls attention 
to certain difficulties in terms which a translation presents 
to English readers. One of the examples he takes is the 
word fJivOoS) which is translated normally as "plot". This 
word, myihoS) is the source of our word "myth" : Professor 
Murray thinks that in this instance Aristotle had not 
analysed his own terms clearly; he says (pp. 12-13) that 
Aristotle had noted as a fact about Greek Tragedy of 
the fifth century that it 

had always taken its material from the sacred myths, or heroic 
sagas, which to the classical Greek constituted history. But the 
New Comedy was in the habit of inventing its plots. Con- 
sequemly Aristotle falls into using the word mythos practically 
in the sense of "plot", and writing otherwise in a way that is 
unsuited to the tragedy of the fifth century. 

Now, this is in a sense a "difficulty"; but surely it is 
not a difficulty in the sense of being a distraction or an 
obstacle; it is rather one of those fruitful difficulties which 
bring to light the way in which critical terms have to be 
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stabilised in each context by the care and precision with 
which they are used. There is no doubt that the term 
mythos had been used in Greek writing earlier than 
Aristotle to mean such various things as a word ; speech ; 
a myth in the sense of a legend; a story, especially a fic- 
titious story; and so on. Equally, there seems to me no 
doubt that, by the exact way in which Aristotle describes 
that for which he is using the word in the Poetics, he is 
re-defining the word for his own purposes within the 
context of his treatise, and making of it a technical term 
of an exact kind, intending to distinguish most carefully 
"plot" from both "myth" and "story". In ch. ix, where 
he chiefly discusses the question, he uses the word mythos 
qualified by a participle in the phrase which Bywater 
translates "the traditional stories", but when he uses 
mythos absolutely, without qualification, he uses it for 
what the poet makes of a story, and that is best translated 
as Plot. The sentence which opens the paragraph at the 
bottom of p. 44 of Bywater's translation could well be 
translated (to adapt one of Professor Murray's own 
suggestions) : 

It is clear from this that the "maker" ought to be more the 
maker of the plots than of the verses. 

I find it hard to agree with Professor Murray that Aris- 
totle has been "deceived" by his terms here; rather, it 
seems to me, he is consciously and carefully adapting an 
existing and familiar word, mythos, so that it becomes a 
"term", in his own context, of a special kind. He is think- 
ing out a distinction between "stories", which, are narra- 
tives of events in a broadly chronological sequence 
(whether they are traditional legends, or pieces of history, 
or fictional constructs), and "plots", which are stories 
after they have been made by the poet into organised 
unities with necessary connections between their parts. 
I shall come back later in these lectures to discuss Aris- 
totle's treatment of "plot" more fully: it is most im- 
portant; and I hope you will then understand better 
what I am saying here : but the point I now want to make 
is that, even without knowing Greek, the discussion of 
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the words chosen by a translator can (with slight help 
from someone who knows a little Greek) provide not 
obstacles, but an analysis of the use of terms, which is a 
useful training for criticism of any kind. 1 

You may think this is a perverse and slightly sophisti- 
cal defence of the fact that a work which you can read 
only in translation is set in the syllabus. But an almost 
parallel situation would arise even if a short classical 
treatise of comparable originality and scope were extant 
and available with English as its initial language. The 
terms would there also be acquiring their more limited 
and special meaning only in the context in which the 
critic was using them, and you would be under the neces- 
sity of analysing a process of adaptation which almost 
needed "translation" into other English terms to solve it. 
Problems of this kind arise with Dryden's Essay of Drama- 
tic Poesy (the English critical text set at Oxford). 

But suppose your general subject were not "Tragedy", 
and you were set, e.g., selected chapters from Coleridge's 
Biographia Literaria : you would have to deal with a highly 
developed distinction between Fancy and Imagination; 
the distinction between the Primary Imagination and 
Secondary Imagination; the distinction between volition 
and will; and words like "coadunating" and "esemplas- 
tic" would come in course along the way. These are no 
easier than translated terms. 

Or suppose, again, the subject were not Tragedy, and 
you were set some of the Critical Essays of the most in- 
fluential living critic in English, Mr. T. S. Eliot: you 
would have to analyse his exact use of "sensibility", 
especially "the dissociation of sensibility" and the phrase 
"objective correlative", and much else of a semi-technical 
nature. And if you were set a selection from Mr. Eliot's 
essays, what else would you find? You would find that in 
one of the best of all his essays, the one called "The 
Perfect Critic" which first appeared in The Sacred Wood 
in 1920 an essay which should be hovering always in 
the background of your memory as a statement of the 

1 Cf. E. M. Forster's use of "story" and "plot" in Aspects of the Novel 
(London, 1927). 
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critic's standards and ideals you would find that here, 
searching for the perfect critic, the best examples of the 
best critical method, Mr. Eliot himself sends you straight 
back to Aristotle; and you might justly complain that 
you had not been sent to Aristotle in the first place. 

Aristotle is a person who has suffered from the adherence of 
persons who must be regarded less as his disciples than as his 
sectaries. One must be firmly distrustful of accepting Aristotle 
in a canonical spirit; this is to lose the whole living force of him. 
He was primarily a man of not only remarkable but universal 
intelligence; and universal intelligence means that he could 
apply his intelligence to anything. The ordinary intelligence is 
good only for certain classes of objects; a brilliant man of 
science, if he is interested in poetry at all, may conceive gro- 
tesque judgments: like one poet because he reminds him of 
himself, or another because he expresses emotions which he 
admires ; he may use art, in fact, as the outlet for the egotism 
which is suppressed in his own speciality. But Aristotle had 
none of these impure desires to satisfy; in whatever sphere of 
interest, he looked solely and steadfastly at the object; in his 
short and broken treatise he provides an eternal example not of 
laws, or even of method, for there is no method except to be very 
intelligent, but of intelligence itself swiftly operating the analysis 
of sensation to the point of principle and definition. 1 ^ 

3. Aristotle 9 s life: the fast stage 

With so much as general introduction, I want now to 
describe the circumstances and character of the book. 

'Aristotle's active life falls clearly into three main 
parts :*he was born in 384 B.C. at Stagira, modern Stavro, 
a small town on the north-east coast of the peninsula of 
Chalcidice near Macedonia. It is from his birthplace 
that he got his ghastly nickname, "the Stagirite", which 
you will find used, e.g., by Pope several times in the 
Essay on Criticism: 

As if the Stagirite o'erlook'd each line (1. 138). 

His stepfather was domestic doctor to King Amyntas II 
of Macedonia, and Aristotle may have picked up much 

1 The Sacred Wood ( 1 928) pp. i o ff. London, Methuen. ( I st edition, 
1 920, pp. 9 if.) 



information about medical work in boyhood. To this is 
often attributed his intense interest in physical science, 
especially in biology and physiology; and from it, ulti- 
mately perhaps, was derived the systematic thoroughness 
of his method. 

The first main period of his life was from 367-347 
B.C., when he was aged from 17 to 37, all of which time 
he spent in Plato's Academy at Athens, partly as pupil, 
partly as teacher and writer. His writings from this 
period have not survived, except in fragments though 
there will be something to say of them later. But, the 
writings apart, the importance of his twenty years' asso- 
ciation with Plato cannot be exaggerated. His whole 
type of thought was modelled on Plato's, and even where 
he most disagreed with his master his doctrine about 
Poetry was an instance he was taking up problems 
which Plato had propounded. There will be more to say 
later about the Platonic doctrine of poetry in its treat- 
ment of the emotions, and about how Aristotle differed 
from it ; but I want here to emphasise the broad common 
ground which Plato and Aristotle shared. Their thought 
about all subjects was directed towards practical ends, 1 
and their speculation was never far removed from the 
business of teaching. The overriding concern of the 
Academy was the discussion of the "good life 5 ', as it is 
livable by man, on earth, in a society of his fellow-men. 
All sub-divisions of human thought and activity were 
related to this primary ethical purpose, and all had their 
bearing on the political context in which ethical purposes 
were necessarily realised. The vision of human life as a 
whole was never lost sight of, and all special subjects 
were related to it. The individual was seen ideally as a 
balanced mature person exercising all his powers har- 
moniously and at full stretch, and such exercise was im- 
possible except in a political organisation of the state that 
allowed and fostered it. The main business of the 
Academy was to teach men to be good men in the fullest 
sense, and good citizens. This fact underlies the attitude 

1 [This needs at least qualification.] 
20 



of both Plato and Aristotle towards poetry ; it is the source 
of all the remarks you will find in Introductions to the 
Poetics and elsewhere, to the effect that the Greek attitude 
to poetry was more "ethical**, more "moralistic", and 
less "aesthetic", than the typical modern attitude. But 
such remarks are misleading unless it is realised that the 
reason is that poetry was never thought of in isolation; 
it was something in which all men shared, an activity 
of public importance, to be interpreted as part of the 
means by which the whole human personality was both 
educated and controlled. 

If you put yourself a question the other way round, and 
ask "Is it a fact that when a man is either writing or en- 
joying poetry he has, in so far as he is a poet or a reader 
of poetry, abrogated all other human characteristics, 
duties, claims and feelings?"; if you ask yourself a ques- 
tion in some such form as that, and find yourself neces- 
sarily tending towards the answer "No", you are tending 
towards the starting-point which both Plato and Aristotle 
took for granted. 

I confess I am impatient with the view that tries to 
suggest some primitive insufficiency in Aristotle because 
he "moralised aesthetics". 
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LECTURE II 

ARISTOTLE'S DEVELOPMENT 

i. Plato 

I HAVE already said that the! work of Plato's Academy, 
where Aristotle spent twenty years, was largely concerned 
with teaching, with the methods of education best fitted 
to produce good men, good citizens and (above all) good 
rulers. It was in this context of education that Plato 
made his famous * 'attack' * on the poets. The study of 
poetry especially of the works of Homer was the 
traditional Greek mode of education for boys and young 
men before they were considered intellectually mature 
enough to begin the study of philosophy; and it is in this 
context we might say in the context of discussing the 
school syllabus that the first critique (in Republic, Book 
II) of the effects of poetry occurs, and the decree of 
banishment from the ideal state is made against the poets. 

It was not through insensitivity or ignorance that Plato 
did this. At the beginning of Book X of the Republic he 
makes Socrates speak of Homer with the highest honour 
and love as "the master and leader of all those tragic 
poets" (595 b-c), and later in the Book (607 c) he speaks 
of the "enchanting" power of poetry, especially Homer's. 
It was, in fact, because he felt this power so acutely and 
keenly that Plato reluctantly felt himself bound to decide 
as he did. In Book III when the perfectly skilful poet 
comes to the ideal city, he is to be honoured as a sacred, 
wonderful and delightful person; he is to be anointed 
with myrrh and crowned with a wreath: but he is to be 
sent away. 

Plato attacked poetry broadly on two grounds, one 
intellectual, the other ethical. 

On the intellectual side, all art is a copy of the world 
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of the senses, which is itself an illusion beyond which the 
wise man must be trained to penetrate; works of art are 
removed into the third place from the truth. I do not 
want to amplify this side of the Platonic objection now, 
because it belongs more properly with the discussion of 
the general aesthetic theory of "imitation", which I am 
deliberately postponing. 

But I do want to discuss the second of Plato's broad 
grounds of objection, the ethical, because it is upon an 
answer to this that much of the central argument of 
Aristotle's Poetics depends, and because, after leaving the 
Academy, Aristotle's own educational practice per- 
petuated and reinforced the old traditional Greek system 
of bringing up young men in the study of poetry, and the 
writing of the Poetics was a consequence of this experience. 
The first of Plato's ethical objections to poetry is the 
comparatively straightforward one that poets "tell lies 
about the gods" (Rep. II, 377 if.), and that many of the 
stories they tell about gods and heroes and giants are 
immoral. For both these reasons, poetry especially that 
of Hesiod and Homer is bad for the young. Allegorical 
interpretation, he says, is no help; for children cannot 
distinguish between what is allegorical and what is 
literal: they both get a wrong idea of the nature of the 
gods and also accept as worthy of imitation, in their own 
lives, the tales of treachery and lust and so on, of which 
mythological poetry is full. And mothers use tales of the 
gods changing shape and going about in disguise, which 
frighten children and make them cowardly. 

This must not detain us long; but I cannot leave it 
altogether without comment. There are, as Aristotle 
would certainly have seen, two separate questions at 
issue. The truth of what is said about the gods is one 
thing : the possible effect of stories on young children's 
minds is another, not all poetry being written virginibus 
puerisque. 

Now the first of these two questions is touched on in 
the Poetics in that short telegraphic style, which at first 
may madden you, but which I hope may seem more 
sympathetic as time goes on. In Poetics, ch. xxv the 
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chapter on some miscellaneous problems (Bywater, p.88) 
Aristotle says that though the tales about the gods may, 
as Xenophanes thinks, be untrue, and though they may 
not be "the better thing to say" ; yet they are "in accord- 
ance with opinion". This is "what people say"; it is the 
traditional view. 1 Here Aristotle is making a note-like 
reference in the Poetics to matter which he had discussed 
elsewhere. The Italian scholar Rostagni has argued that 
Plutarch (de And. Poet, II, 17 d-e 2 ) has preserved the 
substance of a passage from Aristotle's lost dialogue, 
On the Poets, on this matter, in which he says that 
a literal acceptance of what the poets say about 
the gods would be corrupting; but that poetry is not 
concerned with truth in this way. He says that the truth 
about the gods is hard enough game (SvcrOrjpaTos) even 
for philosophers to catch, let alone poets ; so we will not 
listen to them about it. He mentions Xenophanes, in 
this context, just as the Poetics does, as one of those 
who had first attacked the traditional mythological 
view of the gods. Aristotle would certainly have said 
that the question of what is and what is not true about 
the gods is a matter for philosophers, among whom he 
would include what we now call theologians. He says in 
khe Poetics, ch. xxv (Bywater, p. 86) : "There is not thd 
feame kind of correctness in poetry as in politics, or indeed 
any other art" (1460 b 13-14 ; the word is opOorrjs) ; the 
theological side of philosophy would be such another "art". 
In addition to this, Aristotle had advanced beyond 
Plato in another respect, in that he began to view such 
matters historically. Book I of the Politics shows clearly 
how he saw parallels between the less developed com- 
munities of his own time (e.g., the nomadic) and the 
earlier condition of communities which had since deve- 

1 Gf. Wordsworth's note on the "Immortality Ode", where he says 
that he thought the use of the belief in the pre-existence of the Soul was 
justified for poetic purposes because it had "entered into the popular 
creeds of many nations" and had "sufficient foundation in humanity" 
(ed. de Selincourt, IV, 464). 

a Ilcas Set rov v4ov voirjiMTow OLKOVCLV Quomodo adulescens poetas 
audire debeat, forming part of Hep! rratScuv aywyfj? De liberis edu- 
candis. 
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loped a high civilisation. And about the gods he says 
that Homer called Zeus "the father of gods and men", 
by analogy from the relation of a king to his people, 
which itself reflected the relation of a father to his family. 
In other words, the Olympian system in Homer, he 
realised, was the kind of religion which grew out of an 
early state of society. A poet using the traditional system 
was making no claim for its theological truth, and Aris- 
totle did not take very seriously the danger Plato saw in it. 

It is a separate matter to consider what might be the 
effect of the stories unexpurgated on young children's 
minds. (A similar situation has always existed, and still 
exists, with the use of the Old Testament in Christendom; 
and many parents, practising Christians and others, take 
Plato's view.) 

We do not know what Aristotle thought about the use 
of Homer and Hesiod in educating really young children; 
but we do know, as I shall explain later, that in spite of 
Plato, he perpetuated the traditional Greek method of 
education in using Homer, and making a special com- 
mentary on Homer for the purpose, when he was tutor 
to a boy of what would now be called 13+; the boy who 
became Alexander the Great. 

The next part of Plato's objection has its clearest state- 
ment in the Republic, Book X (606 d) that poetry feeds 
and waters the desires and passions, instead of drying 
them up. 

Poetry has the same effect on us when it represents sex and 
anger, and the other desires and feelings of pleasure and pain 
which normally accompany our actions. It feeds them when 
they ought to be starved, and makes them control us when we 
ought, in the interests of our own welfare and happiness, to 
control them. 

(H. D. P. Lee's translation, in the Penguin Classics) 

Now Plato was a rigorous intellectualist, and his view of 
human nature as given in the Republic (IV, 440 6-441 a) 
was based on a division of the soul into three parts the 
rational part (AoyicmKoV), the spirited part 1 (IV, 

1 Concerned with honour and power: "it is by nature the auxiliary 
of the rational part". (441 a.) 



44OC-44 1 a ) (flvjKoctScs), and the desirous or appetitive 
part (eTnOvfJLrjTLKOv) . The good life for Plato is the fullest 
exercise of the rational part of the soul; its lowest part, 
the emotional and desirous part, is concerned with the 
things of sense and with desires for things of sense and 
with the emotions attending those desires: it "forms the 
greater part of each man's make-up and is naturally 
insatiable" (442 a). 

A leading characteristic of Plato's thought, especially 
in the Republic* is the bitter hostility which he assumes 
with a manichean fierceness between the reason and 
the desires and emotions. The metaphors he uses to 
describe it are those of war, decapitation, cauterisation. 
There is no question of adapting, training, using, direct- 
ing, modifying this lowest part of the soul; it has every- 
where to be opposed; the "common people", in whom it 
reigns most powerfully, are to be the lowest class in the 
state; the intermediate kind of person, in whom the 
"spirited" element is strongest, is to become the soldier 
and administrator; the rulers are to be the intellectualist 
philosophers, with whom reason is most powerful.^ The 
system of the state is to be authoritarian, just as its 
practical psychology is to be repressive. 

Perhaps the most telling part of the argument about 
the emotions in Book X of the Republic is the discussion of 
the expression of grief, the contrast between poetic treat- 
ment and the kind of behaviour we admire and aim at 
in real life. When Homer or a tragedian shows us a hero 
stretching out a long tale of woe, keening and smiting his 
breast, "even the best of us enjoy it", Plato says (X, 605 
c-d), "and let ourselves be carried away by our feelings". 
But in times of grief in real life we aim to be restrained, 
quiet and enduring, trying not to play a woman's part. 

1 [The (probably) later Timaeus and* Plato's last work, the Laws, 
greatly modified the opposition of soul akfi body, reason and desire. 
But they did not undo the effect of Plato's classic statement of the 
argument in the more popular and famous Republic and Phaedo of 
some thirty years earlier.] 

2 [Plato's ideal included intuitive contemplation as well as 
discursive reasoning.] 
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It gives us pleasure to pity the hero; but in doing so very 
few of us reflect that other men's sorrows contribute to 
our own. 

I say that this is a particularly telling part of the argu- 
ment because the emotion under discussion is not, like 
anger, liable to be anti-social and wasteful in real life; 
nor is it dealing with a fierce desire like uncontrolled 
sexual passion. Pity for another suffering grief, and grief 
at sufferings of our own, are gentle humane emotions, 
not necessarily anti-social or culpably self-regarding. 
This brings into prominence the fact that Plato was 
opposed not only to the indulgence of certain emotions 
and desires, but to the indulgence of emotion as such. It 
is always and everywhere bad for the reason to relax its 
control even over such a relatively harmless part of 
human nature as "the natural instinct for tears". 

It is also a passage to remember most carefully when 
we come to Aristotle's discussion of pity and fear as being 
specifically the tragic emotions. Without question Aris- 
totle had this passage in mind when writing; and he 
accepts a large part of Plato's position. The fundamental 
points in which Aristotle agrees with Plato are: 

(1) That poetry is an "imitative" art. 

(2) That poetry rouses the emotions. 

(3) That poetry gives pleasure, both as an imitation 
and as rousing the emotions through imitative means. 

(4) That the rousing of the emotions by poetry 
has an effect upon the whole personality (of the 
spectator or reader) and on his emotional behaviour 
in real life. 

But he does not accept the vital step in the conclusion, 
by which Plato assumes that the relation between emo- 
tion as stimulated by poetry, and emotion as felt and 
expressed in real life, is a kind of cumulative infection 
which must lead (in real life) to dangerous excess. He 
rejects the whole theory that the emotions are in them- 
selves bad. To this we shall return. 

Tragic^ comic and epic poets, then, are to be excluded 

27 



jfrom Plato's ideal state, and the study of their works is to 
I play no part in the system of education within it. Poets 
are to be allowed only if their work has a directly didactic 
aim, linked to the purposes of moral education. In Book 
III he says that the poets are to be compelled to impress 
upon their poems the image of the good character or not 
to make poetry in the city : in Book X these kinds of per- 
mitted poetry are defined rather more exactly as "hymns 
to the gods and the praises of good men". And music and 
the other arts are to be similarly censored and compul- 
sorily directed. 

At the very end of his discussion of poetry in Book X 
Plato throws out a challenge, saying that the lovers of 
poetry, who are not poets, should be allowed to write a 
defence of poetry in prose; and he would listen in a 
friendly spirit if the writer could show that poetry was 
"not only pleasant but also useful for political communi- 
ties (77790 s* TCLS TToAtre/as) and for human life". 

Aristotle took up this challenge in more ways than one ; 
the book called the Poetics was one of the consequences of 
his doing so : but it was not the only consequence. 

I give you this partial account of Plato's views of 
poetry and it is only partial, not claiming to be com- 
plete at this stage in the lectures, because it shows you 
the context of Aristotle's thoughts and training about 
poetry in that vitally important phase of his life, between 
the ages of 17 and 37, when he was at the Academy. 
None of the works he wrote during that time they were 
mostly works in dialogue form, designed on Plato's model 
have survived, except in fragments. And it is now 
doubtful whether he wrote anything about poetry until 
after he had left Athens; but there is no doubt that his 
interest in poetry and his approach to it were perman- 
ently affected by what he heard there. 

2. The Second Stage of Aristotle 9 s Life 

On Plato's death in 347 and the succession of his 
nephew, Speusippus, to the headship of the Academy 
(which Aristotle, not being an Athenian, could not in- 
herit), Aristotle left Athens together with a fellow-mem- 
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ber of the Academy called Xenocrates, and went to 
Assos (in the Troad) ; from there he moved three years 
later to Mytilene in Lesbos, "where burning Sappho 
loved and sung"; and then, two years later again, he 
accepted an invitation from Philip of Macedon to become 
tutor to his son Alexander. 

Aristotle was, by then, famous all over the Greek world 
as Plato's best-known pupil. This was, from the public 
point of view, a dramatic situation. Macedonia was 
already the leading power in Greece. Alexander was the 
heir to the kingdom, with the prospect of growing mili- 
tary strength and cultural influence. How he would be 
educated was therefore a matter of major concern. 
Aristotle was faced, in a sharp practical way, with the 
decision whether he was to accept the consequences of 
Plato's teaching, and attempt a form of education which 
should use only a few bowdlerised or didactic poetical 
texts as the foundation of Alexander's literary training; 
one which should aim to dry up the emotions, by 
ignoring the poets, in the hope of producing a "philo- 
sopher king" ; or whether he was to accept the traditional 
Greek view of the usefulness of the poets, and justify it 
to himself, to his pupil and to the public. 

In the list of Aristotle's writings given by Diogenes 
Laertius (early third century A.D.) are mentioned a num- 
ber of published works, in dialogue form, among which 
are a Dialogue on Philosophy, a Dialogue on Rhetoric, 
and a Dialogue in three books called On the Poets. 

It has long been believed that Aristotle refers to this 
Dialogue in ch. xv of the Poetics, at the very end (Bywater, 
p. 58), where he says: 

All these rules one must keep in mind throughout, and 
further, those also for such points of stage-effect as directly 
depend on the art of the poet, since in these too one may often 
make mistakes. Enough, however, has been said on the subject 
in one of our published writings. 

It is accepted as a matter of course by Bywater in his 
edition (p. 233) that this refers to the dialogue On the 
Poets. It was long assumed that this, like others of 
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Aristotle's dialogues, was an early work, belonging to the 
period of discipleship to Plato at the Academy. But 
Aristotelian scholars now argue that it was a work of his 
second period, and was part of Aristotle's revision of and 
divergence from Plato's philosophy. In particular, the 
Italian scholar, Rostagni, has maintained that the occa- 
sion of its writing was the appointment as tutor to 
Prince Alexander, and that it is to be thought of as part 
of Aristotle's justification of the educational policy he 
then adopted. 

The only surviving fragments of the dialogue l (res- 
cued because they are quoted in later works by others) 
are very short and few, and there is no need to bother you 
with them in great detail. But three of these preserved 
fragments overlap with matters discussed in ch. i of our 
Poetics (pp. 24-5), where Aristotle says: 

There is further an art which imitates by language alone, 
without harmony, in prose or in verse, and if in verse, either in 
some one or in a plurality of metres. This form of imitation is 
to this day without a name. We have no common name for a 
mime of Sophron or Xenarchus and a Socratic Conversation ; 
and we should still be without one even if the imitation in the 
two instances were in trimeters or elegiacs or some other kind 
of verse though it is the way with people to tack on "poet" to 
the name of a metre, and talk of elegiac-poets and epic-poets, 
thinking that they call them poets not by reason of the imita- 
tive nature of their work, but indiscriminately by reason of the 
metre they write in. Even if a theory of medicine or physical 
philosophy be put forth in a metrical form, it is usual to describe 
the writer in this way ; Homer and Empedocles, however, have 
really nothing in common apart from their metre; so that, if 
the one is to be called a poet, the other should be termed a 
physicist rather than a poet. 

The main line of argument here is quite plain. Aris- 
totle is arguing that it is not the use of metre which dis- 
tinguishes a poet from a writer who is not a poet. Didac- 
tic or expository works, like those of Empedocles, may be 

1 They are to be found in Greek in Aristotelis Fragmenta, coll. 
Valentinus Rose, Teubner, Leipzig, 1886, and in English in Vol. XII 
of the Oxford translation of Aristotle, Select Fragments, Sir David 
Ross, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1952, 72-77. 
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written in hexameters (the same metre as Homer), but 
this does not make them poems. And also, certain kinds 
of prose work (the surviving fragments of the mimes of 
Sophron and Xenarchus are in prose) have the essential 
quality of "imitation", which makes them nearer kin to 
poetry than are versified physics or versified philosophy. 
What distinguishes poets is not that they write in metre, v 
but the "imitative nature" (Bywater) of their work. This | 
point is emphatically made again in Poetics ch. ix (p. 
43), in the comparison between poetry and history. You 
might put the work of a historian, such as Herodotus, 
says Aristotle, into verse; but it "would still be a species 
of history". 

This is plainly part of Aristotle's answer to those parts 
of Plato's Republic which warn against the dangers of 
imitation and give a didactic function to the poets, and 
Plato's argument is turned against himself, when his 
dialogues are shown to be imitations and he appears more 
than halfway to being a poet of the dangerous imitative 
sort. (But he is not fully a poet because he does not use 
the second "cause" of poetry, harmony and rhythm.) 

Now, one of the fragments of Aristotle's dialogue On the 
Poets also says, in very similar terms, that the mimes of 
Sophron and the Socratic conversations of Alexamenos 
are non-metrical forms of imitation, 1 and another of the 
fragments of Aristotle's dialogue says that Plato's own 
dialogues are something between poetry proper and mere 
prose; 2 and this corresponds exactly with that kind of 

1 Fr. 72 R(ose), 3 O(xford), from Athenacus, Dipnosophistae 505 
B.C. OVKOVV ov8e ^rpovs ovras rovs Kahovfievous "Zaxftpovos filpovs 
H^ </>a)iLv elvat, Aoyou? /cat /uft^aeis*, >j TOVS ' AXefaficvov rov Tiytou rods 
irptrepov ypat/tcvras TWV jLMKpariK&v Siahoywv. Are we then to deny 
that the so-called mimes of Sophron, which are not even in metre, 
are stories and imitations, or the dialogues of Alexamenos of Teos, 
which were written before the Socratic dialogues? (Plato is said 
to have been an admirer and imitator of Sophron, whose works 
were found under his pillow: Diog. Laert. III.iB /cat TjOoTTOTJaai irpos 
aura, a KOL evpzBrjvai, VTTO rr} K<j>dXr) avrov.) 

2 Fr. 73 R., 4 O., from Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers, 
III, 37. ^170-1 8* *ApiororY7? rfy ra>v Aoycuv tSeav avrov (i.e., XIAaTon/off) 
fj.rafv irorffJLaros elvai Kal 7reou Xoyov. Aristotle says that the form 
of Plato's dialogues lies between poetry and prose. 
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writing which he says in Poetics, ch. i, "is to this day 
without a name", but which yet approximates to poetry 
in being imitative. Another of the fragments of the 
dialogue On the Poets treats more fully what is said in 
Poetics ch. i about Empedocles, for though clearly implying 
that he was not a poet, Aristotle there says he is Homeric, 
and an artist in language, skilled in metaphor and in the 
other devices of poetry. 1 

Rostagni has argued, too, that there is very good 
reason for believing that the dialogue On the Poets also 
contained an attack on Plato's doctrine of Ideas, and 
it was upon the doctrine of the Ideas that Socrates in 
the Republic based his rejection of poetry as being an 
imitation, removed into the third place from reality. To 
this we shall return when we deal with the theory of 
Imitation more fully in the last lecture. 

For the present it is enough to sum up by saying that 
the current opinion about this group of Aristotle's works 
is that the lost dialogue On the Poets contained a fairly full 
answer to the challenge made by Plato in the Republic, 
especially about the use of poetry in education, and that 
something of the fragmentariness and allusiveness of 
the Poetics, as we have it, is to be attributed to this 
fact. 

It is also known that Aristotle prepared for Alexander's 
use a Commentary on Homer; and the list of his writings 
given by Diogenes Laertius mentions a work called 
Problems in Homer which was very possibly connected 
with the Commentary. The extreme compression and 
allusiveness of ch. xxv of the Poetics is attributable to 
its being a summary of the larger work. 

Apart from the Commentary on Homer and the 
dialogue On the Poets, at the end of this second period 
Aristotle turned his attention to the collection of detailed 
evidence bearing on the history of Greek poetry. In this 
he must have had a lot of help from relations, friends and 
pupils. Together with his nephew Callisthenes he made 

1 Fr. 70 R., 2 O,, from Diog. Laert. VIII, 2, 57-8. 'Ofoypt/cos 6 
'EjLtTrcSoK-A^? KOI Sewos irepl r^v <f>pdaw ye'yove, pxrafopiKos re a>v Kal 
roils aAAois rols frepl 'jrotijrifcfjv cTrtrcuy/zaert 
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a list of the victors in the Pythian games, which was 
finished by 335 B.C. 1 The Pythian games were contests 
partly in music and poetry, partly in athletics; and thus 
the evidence collected would in part be material for a 
history of Greek poetry. After this Aristotle compiled a 
catalogue of Athenian dramas with their writers and 
dates (8i8aaKaXiai) ; this must have been after his return 
to Athens in 335, as all the evidence was there. And it 
was followed by a list of the victors in the dramatic con- 
tests at the Dionysia (VLKCLI AiovvaiaKat) 9 which was very 
likely connected with the rebuilding of the theatre at 
Athens under Lycurgus. in 330, and the preparation of 
the official text of the tragedians. 

There are traces of this detailed work on the history of 
Greek poetry to be found in the Poetics as we have it; for 
instance the detail about dates in the history of Comedy 
in chs. iii and v (pp. 28 and 33-4), where he is 
clear that Epicharmus, from Sicilian Megara, was earlier 
than Chionides and Magnes, and was the first to write 
comedies with constructed plots. In ch. v Aristotle 
implies that he knows more about the history of Comedy 
than most people, and slips in the fact that it was only 
late that the Archon granted a chorus to the comic 
poets. And at the end of ch. iv he speaks familiarly of 
the other details in the history of Tragedy which he does 
not propose to enter into. 

For our purpose these are minor points, but the evi- 
dence for Aristotle's detailed work on the history of Greek 
poetry is important as showing the inductive method that 
underlay the generalisations which much of the Poetics 
puts forward. It is the parallel work in Poetics to the 
detailed study of 158 separate constitutions which pre- 
ceded the more general treatment of the Politics. 

This is evidence of a fundamental intellectual change 
through which Aristotle passed in the period after leaving 
Athens. The change may have begun earlier, but it was 

1 There is extant the Delphic inscription of thanks to Aristotle and 
Callisthenes, cf. M. N. Tod, A Selection of Greek Historical Inscriptions* 
Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1948, Vol. II, 246, No. 187. 
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accelerated and intensified by Plato's death in 347 and 
by Aristotle's removal from the influence and environ- 
ment of his master. Such inductive study of historical 
fact was no part of Plato's method; but from now on- 
wards it characterises all Aristotle's writings. He starts 
with the observation and analysis of things as they are; 
and this affects not only his handling of practical matters 
in the Poetics things like the management of plot and 
episode; the use of the chorus, and so on but also the 
psychology upon which he bases the discussion of the 
emotional effects of Tragedy. In all respects he is more 
balanced, more realistic, more alert to what in fact hap- 
pens in the "soul", the ^VXTJ, l of even the best of men. 
The rather dry common-sensical tone which pervades 
the Poetics is not the arid inadequacy of one whose specu- 
lation has always grovelled, but the mature wisdom of 
somebody trained in a more extreme school, who has 
lived through a period of exacting intellectual experience 
and come out at the other side critical but strengthened. 
And he has now, in addition, trained himself to use 
Eliot's words again to look "solely and steadfastly at the 
object", and to believe that "Nature makes nothing in 
vain", not even poetry. 



3. The Third Stage of Aristotle 9 s Life 

This began in 335, when he returned to Athens. He 
rented some buildings beside a grove sacred to Apollo 
Lykeios and the Muses, a place where Socrates used to 
walk. There he founded his school, the Lyceum, which 
took its name from the grove : and he wandered in loggias 
or among the trees, discussing and teaching. The Greek 
word for walking up and down is irepmarew; and so 

1 [In the Eudemus, written in the fifties before Plato's death, 
Aristotle argued for a pre-existent and immortal "soul", a substance 
separate from the body, as in Plato's Phaedo. But in the mature 
treatise de Anima soul and body are aspects of a single substance, 
related as form to matter. For this development, see F. Nuyens, 
V Evolution de la psychologic d'Aristote, Louvain, 1948. It is in the 
sense of this second period that the plot is the "soul" of a tragedy.] 
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from his habit the school came to be called the Peripatetic 
school of philosophy, a name which stuck long after 
Aristotle's death. 1 

The works of Aristotle which we have apart from the 
fragments of the earlier dialogues all belong to this 
period, the Poetics among them. They vary very much 
one from another in formal completeness and finish ; and 
within any one work there may be differences between 
one part and another. Some are virtually finished 
treatises or text-books written in extenso, showing all the 
signs of careful arrangement and revision : the Rhetoric is 
of this kind ; but the Poetics is not. Parts of the less finished 
books read like notes for working up. 

The traditional order of works in the Aristotelian cor- 
pus may represent the order of the curriculum at the 
Lyceum: and if that is so, it is important to remember 
that the Rhetoric and the Poetics come at the end of that 
order. This is important for three different reasons: 

(i) They imply a knowledge of the general philo- 
sophy developed in the preceding works. Thus, both 
the Rhetoric and Poetics imply especially a knowledge 
of the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics; this applies 
particularly to the theory of Catharsis, as we shall 
see later. 

(ii) The Poetics implies a knowledge of the Rhetoric , 
most especially of the discussion of the emotions of 
fear and pity, which occurs in the Rhetoric, Book II, 
chs. v and viii, to which we shall return. 

And the Poetics also implies both an earlier train- 
ing in the study of poetry at what we should call the 
grammar-school level, and a knowledge of the 
dialogue On the Poets, of which I have already spoken, 
and of Plato's at least more famous and popular 
dialogues. 

Now, do not be frightened by what I am saying here. 
You may be thinking: "Well, if Aristotle reserved the 

1 [This traditional view is more than doubtful. The Lyceum had 
a covered walk or loggia and came to be known as the Peripatos.] 
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Poetics for Greek men at the end of the university course, 
when they had already studied in detail his Logic, Physics , 
Metaphysics, Ethics, Politics and Rhetoric, and they were 
habituated to his language and modes of thought, how 
can I be expected to understand it, who have read no 
Greek and no other works of Aristotle?" 

Be reassured. It is possible to explain in outline, quite 
adequately for our purpose, and intelligibly without a lot 
of technical knowledge, the main points that concern 
us. And such explanations are an enormous help for 
the understanding of the later course of European 
criticism. 

(iii) The third reason why it is important to 
remember that the Rhetoric and Poetics came at the 
end of the Lyceum course is that they both have a 
practical slant. They are the kind of works suitable 
for men about to go into public life; partly theoreti- 
cal, partly practical. "They contain precepts based 
on theory rather than theory (aTrAo)?) pure and 
simple." It is important to remember that the 
phrase in Aristotle's title (Trcpt TW^TI/CTJS'), which 
Bywater translates "the art of poetry", is really in 
full 77-01777-1/07 T^T], i.e., "The technique, general 
principles and rules, of poetry", re^vr] is in the first 
instance "the art of building"; then it comes to 
mean the "practical art" or technique of making 
anything. TCKTOIV = mason; our "architect" is from 
the same root. This explains the rather dogmatic 
form of many sentences in the Poetics, the tone of 
which would be understood between master and 
pupil as being relative to the situation in which the 
pupils were, and as bearing therefore on the state of 
Greek literature as they knew it. And this dog- 
matic tone is one of the sources of that slavish (and 
often mistaken) adherence to Aristotle in the neo- 
classic period, which failed to distinguish the deeper 
and more permanent "precepts" from the local and 
temporary. It helps to explain, for instance, the 
frigid and unbalanced neo-classic attitude to the 
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Unities, or towards such things as death and fighting 
on the stage. 1 

These considerations taken together explain some- 
thing of the unevenness of treatment in the Poetics; why 
some subjects are treated fully and clearly e.g., the 
kinds of tragic plot; the difference between simple and 
complex plot; the nature of "Peripety" and "Discovery" 
(chs. x, xi, xvi), which is a matter of technical handling 
while other matters, such as the catharsis theory, are 
not explained in full, partly because they had been ex- 
plained elsewhere; partly because they do not bear so 
directly on practice. Also, they help to explain why the 
"madness" of the poet (or his "inspiration", if you like) 
is mentioned only in passing: you can't teach madness. 

The dialogue On the Poets was, as ch. xv (p. 58) of the 
Poetics says, one of Aristotle's "published works". But 
the Poetics itself was not a published work. You may 
come across the term "esoteric" used for the unpublished 
works, and the term "exoteric" for the published. But 
the term "esoteric" does not here imply any secrecy or 
economy of the truth, as it implies in some other con- 
texts; it merely means that these works survive in a form 
which was suitable for use within the Lyceum, where 
Aristotle and his assistants were available to expound the 
matter more fully. Whereas the exoteric works were 
written up more carefully for a wider audience. A similar 
distinction might be made nowadays between a set of notes 
to be used in giving a course of university lectures, and a 
carefully written book for publication, based on such notes. 

The Poetics, then, is an esoteric work in this sense. In 
spite of the unevennesses, lack of proportion in places, 
and other faults of construction I have mentioned, the 
main design of the book is clear and logical : it falls into 
these five main parts : 

i. chs. i-v. An introductory discussion of Tragedy, 
Epic and Comedy as the chief kinds of Poetry , all poetry 

1 Cf. " 'What! leave the Combat out?' exclaims the Knight. 
'Yes, or we must renounce the Stagirite.' " 

Pope, Essay on Criticism, 11. 297-80. 
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being a form of Imitation, closely linked in this to Music. 
(Aristotle fully realises that Poetry and Music belong 
together, as * 'successive" arts, as distinct from, e.g., Paint- 
ing and Sculpture, which are "simultaneous".) 

The general theory of Imitation I am, as I have said, 
postponing. 

In this part, ch. iv deals shortly with the psychological 
and historical origins of poetry and gives a summary 
history of Tragedy. Also, the second half of ch. v belongs 
specially to chs. xxiii and xxiv, to which it looks forward, 
as it contains in a short form the points of comparison 
between Epic and Tragedy. 

2. Chs. vi-xxii form the main body of the whole 
work, beginning with the formal inclusive definition of 
Tragedy and then preceding to the analysis of structure 
and the discussion of emotional effect. 

Of this part, chs. xx-xxii, which discuss Diction, 
are of a rather different kind from the rest because they 
depend more on some knowledge of Greek. They should 
not be omitted altogether you should, for instance, 
specially read what Aristotle has to say about metaphor 
but they are, for our purpose, not of the same im- 
portance as the rest. Ch. xx has often been rejected as 
an interpolation. 

3. Chs. xxiii-xxiv deal with the structure of Epic, 
more shortly, but on similar lines to the handling of the 
structure of Tragedy. This links up with ch. v. 

4. Ch. xxv is the long chapter on Problems and their 
Solutions. This is of particular importance, as I have 
suggested already in my first lecture, because it contains 
the fullest statement of Aristotle's view of the kind of 
"correctness" to be expected of a poet. Poetry does not 
deal with truth of fact in the same way as, say, philosophy 
or physics do. 

5. Ch. xxvi. A comparison of Epic and Tragedy, 
arguing for the superiority of Tragedy as an artistic kind. 

I want to call your attention to the end of the second 
paragraph of ch. i (p. 23) ; these imitative arts, Aristotle 
writes: 
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differ from one another in three ways, either by a difference 
of kind in their means, or by differences in the objects, or in 
the manner of their imitations. 

I have found that these apparently simple words are 
constantly being misunderstood because of the wording 
of Bywater's translation : readers fail to understand that 
the words "of their imitations" or "of imitation" are to 
be understood with all three of the preceding phrases. 

(a) The "difference of kind in their means" (sc. 
"of imitation") refers to the difference in the 
medium, the physical vehicle of the art. And it is 
one of Aristotle's great merits as a critic that he 
never loses sight of the importance of the medium to 
a writer, never fails to stress what is and is not 
appropriate to each medium. Much modern aesthe- 
tic and literary theory suffers from the lack of this 
sense of medium. It is one of the points in which 
Aristotle's practical aim contributes most healthily 
to the balance and strength of his theory. 

For a vigorous modern handling of this theme I refer 
you to The New Lao coon by Irving Babbitt, one of the 
American Humanists of the school of Paul Cliner Moore. 

(b) The "differences in the objects" of their imita- 
tions refers to differences in the subject-matter of 
different kinds of poetry. I have found it sometimes 
supposed that "objects" means "ends" or "aims". 
Not at all. "Objects" here means if I may be 
allowed to sound absurd "subjects"; that is, the 
things, persons, actions imitated, and it looks for- 
ward to the distinctions in ch. ii (p. 27) which end 
by saying that Comedy "would make its personages 
worse", and Tragedy would make them "better, 
than the men of the present day". 

(c) The differences "in the manner of the imita- 
tions" looks forward to ch. iii, where the manner 
of poetical treatment is explained as being neces- 
sarily dramatic or narrative or a mixture of the two, 
as when a poet (like Homer) composes now in his 
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own person and now in an assumed charactw in the 
"speeches". 

Such, then, is the main outline of the work as we have 
it. 

I must just say a word about two striking omissions: 

(a) There is no adequate discussion of Comedy. Chs. 
iii and iv contain a considerable amount of material 
about the history of Comedy, implying (as I have already 
said) that Aristotle had acquired a detailed knowledge of 
it in his researches into the history of the drama. The 
first paragraph of ch. v > with its short discussion of the 
Ridiculous, seems to look forward to a fuller treatment of 
Comedy later. But this treatment never comes, though 
it is clearly promised in the opening sentence of ch. vi 

(P- 34)- 

Diogenes Laertius, in the list of Aristotle's writings to 
which I have already referred, distinctly speaks of a work 
called An Enquiry into Poetic Art in two books (Trpay- 
jjiaTeias Tcxyrjs TTOI^TCKT}? a' /?'. V, 21). This work is 
almost certainly to be identified with our Poetics. But no 
trace of any Book II has survived, and the earliest extant 
MS of the Poetics (Byzantine c. A.D. 1000) does not call 
it Book I, as if there were then any knowledge of Book II. 

The long-established belief is that this missing Book II 
contained the promised discussion of Comedy: and this 
belief is referred to by Dryden, in An Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy , where he makes Crites say, at the beginning of his 
discourse in favour of the Ancients: 

Of that book which Aristotle has left us, ncpl TTJS IIot^riKJ??, 
Horace his Art of Poetry is an excellent comment, and, I believe, 
restores to us that Second Book of his concerning Comedy, which 
is wanting in him. 

He is recording the long-standing belief about the con- 
tents of the missing Book II; but the other half of what 
he says that Horace's Ars Poetica "restores" the missing 
book is highly disputable. Horace is far more making 
a digest of intervening criticism, and doing so with 
reference to Roman practice. 
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is extant in a work called the Tractatus Coislinia- 
nus a definition of Comedy of which much has been made 
by Professor Lane Cooper in his work An Aristotelian 
Theory of Comedy; but this does not seem to be in any way 
independent of the Poetics as we have it. Its authorship 
and date are unknown, and it reads like an almost 
mechanical invention by somebody working with the 
Aristotelian definition of Tragedy in front of him, and 
producing what has been called a "travesty" of it and a 
"sorry fabrication". In any case, it adds nothing to 
what we could do for ourselves; it follows the phrasing 
and wording in an exactly parallel way, substituting 
(where appropriate) terms picked up from the Poetics. 

The only other possible explanation of the absence of 
any treatment of Comedy in the Poetics is that it had 
already been treated in the dialogue On the Poets; it may 
have been treated there in some fairly full way. But that 
does not get over the clear promise at the beginning of 
ch. vi that Comedy is to be treated "hereafter" (/cat 
TTepl Kwfjito&ias varepov epovjJiev 4g b , 212). 

(b) The second rather startling omission is that there 
is no treatment of lyric poetry : 

It is touched on only occasionally, in mentions of the 
dithyramb and the nome, or of the choric parts of 
Tragedy. The probability is, as Bywater says, that from 
the importance of its musical element it. belonged in 
Aristotle's classification of the arts more with music than 
with poetry proper. Greek lyric poetry dealt with the 
same mythology as Epic before and Tragedy after its 
culmination. Aristotle probably regarded it as having 
been absorbed by drama and "achieving its nature" 
more fully in Tragedy. The personal lyric hard no struc- 
ture of plot, like Epic and Drama, and so offered much 
less to interest Aristotle. 

Remember, too, that the Greeks had no "descriptive" 
poetry in our sense, except in so far as it was incorporated 
in one of the other main poetic kinds, and related to a 
wider whole. Sometimes it is almost implied that the 
Greeks were either insensitive to visual beauty (especially 
of landscape) or else that they somehow missed seeing its 
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potentialities in poetry. But this was not so at all; and 
there is splendid evidence to the contrary in, e.g., Hip- 
polytus and Oedipus at Colonus. Antigone's description, at 
the very opening of the play, of the view of Athens and 
of the sacred grove to which they have come ; and the 
famous chorus about Golonus, the first stasimon the 
nightingales, the groves, the flowers, the olive-trees, the 
horses and the sea show how even landscape was a theme 
of the highest poetry, though not landscape for its own sake. 
And, to take only one more example, the messenger's 
speech at the end, about Oedipus's death, shows a com- 
bination of visual detail with the ritual and emotional 
solemnity of the action in a description which not even 
a prose translation can kill. These are effects of a kind 
which Shakespeare, too, achieved over and over again 
within a drama, relating visual description closely to 
dramatic action and the main themes of the play. And 
it is notable that the greatest non-dramatic descriptive 
poetry in English (I am thinking chiefly of descriptions of 
landscape and visible nature) was written at a time when 
the poetic drama, though often attempted, was in decline. 
At the great periods of Greek literature "descriptive 
poetry" came within the frame work of the great "serious" 
kinds, Epic, Tragedy and Lyric. No need was felt that it 
should establish "kinds" of its own. 



LECTURE III 

PLOT (i) 

We come now to the main matter of the book. 

I propose to begin the discussion of Aristotle's theory 
of Tragedy with its simpler elements, and work up through 
them to the more complex, and more difficult to under- 
stand. This will both be easier and also make the co- 
herence of his treatment plainer: it will involve beginning 
with the more formal and structural matters (which are 
treated on the whole from the point of view of the poet) 
and proceeding later to the effects of Tragedy in emotion 
arid pleasure (which are treated on the whole from the 
point of view of a member of an audience or a reader). 

I shall deal with five main themes first, in this order: 
the construction of the Plot ; relation of Plot to Charac- 
ter ; qualities of Tragic Character ; development of Plot ; 
Tragic Incidents and Tragic Ending. The discussion of 
Tragic Incidents and the "happy or unhappy ending" 
will involve the emotions of the audience, and so provide 
the transition to the second main block of matter. 

i. Construction 

I have already in the first lecture, in dealing with the 
importance of terminology in general, taken Aristotle's 
use of the word mythos as a striking instance of it. I said 
that he is taking over the word as used for a "legend" or 
a "story", and then, in course of the discussion, sharpen- 
ing and defining it to the point of becoming a technical 
term which must be translated "plot". He may not 
everywhere be entirely consistent (it is hard in one place 
in ch. xvii to make out that he is) , but this working of 
his intelligence towards definition is the very process 
which makes the study of the Poetics so rewarding. 
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The distinction between "story" and "plot" must be 
held firmly in mind to understand his meaning. In his 
lectures on Aspects of the Novel, which I mentioned before 
(p. 1 8), E. M. Forster says that one of the characteristics 
of a "story" is that its "beginning and end are arbitrary" ; 
this brings into focus Aristotle's insistence that a "plot" 
must have a beginning. The plot is something that the 
poet makes (ch. ix, p. 44 ad fin) ; but, as for the story, it 
is immaterial whether he makes it or not (ch. xvii, p. 
6 1 ad Jin), though in practice the tragedians do usually 
keep to the traditional stories (ch. ix, p. 44). And 
because the poet makes his plot, its beginning is as much 
of his making as anything else about it. 

Aristotle's famous statement in ch. vii (p. 40) that a 
Tragedy must have a "beginning, a middle * and an 
end" is thus related to his whole view of the scope of the 
poet as a "maker". The beginning and end are matters 
within the poet's control, and on his determination of 
them depend the bounds of the unity which is the essen- 
tial characteristic of all works of art, and of a plot as 
distinct from a story. 

There are two points I want to make about beginnings : 

(a) "A beginning is that which is not itself necessarily 
after anything else" (ch. vii, p. 40) (<ipx*) Se tarw o at5ro 
JAW fjir) eg avayKris ju,er' a'AAo cariv) . 

The emphasis here is on the necessarily, upon the logic 
of connection. There is no pretence that in order to 
define this beginning the poet may not have to refer to 
matters supposed to have happened earlier in the "story". 
A present situation involves its causes, and it is a great 
point of dramatic technique to determine how the know- 
ledge of such antecedents is to be conveyed without weak- 
ening the clearness and novelty of the beginning, and the 
essential unity of the development of the initial situation. 
King Oedipus provides a fine illustration of the solving of 
this problem, as of much else. The play begins with 
the plague in Thebes, and the need to release the city 
from the plague by the discovery and punishment of the 
guilty man. The play's process is the process of the dis- 
1 [In ch. xxiii he uses of epic the plural, /-te'aa, "middles".] 
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covery; its end, the punishment. Sophocles makes his 
starting-point the moment of despair in the Thebans and 
their king's brave determination to deal with it. The 
initial situation (the plague, the mourning and the 
royalty) is given immediately in dramatic terms. There- 
after, each step which Oedipus himself takes provides the 
occasion for revealing some part of the antecedent know- 
ledge which is necessary to the process of the discovery. 
And none of this information is needed for the grasping 
of the initial situation. 

Very few plays, Greek or otherwise, make these revela- 
tions so skilfully, or provide so clear an illustration of 
what Aristotle means. In different periods, and with 
different dramatists, conventions have differed (and 
there have been endless experiments) about the method 
of "exposition". You will find these discussed in a con- 
venient and lively way in Mr. F. L. Lucas's Hogarth 
Lecture, Tragedy (pp. 80 ff.) ; the Ghost in Hamlet, 
Prospero's long expositions of the past to Caliban and to 
Miranda are among his examples, I need not repeat 
them. There is no doubt that many of them, including 
some of Shakespeare's, are clumsy; the classical French 
use of the confidant seems to us sometimes even more 
clumsy still. The common, though not by any means 
invariable, Greek practice was to use an expository 
soliloquy in the Prologue spoken by a major character, or 
a minor character, or by somebody who does not recur 
again in the play. 1 A good example of the main character 
doing it is the Iphigenia in Tauris, which Aristotle speaks 

1 Cf. Dry den, Essay (quoted from Essays of John Dry den, selected 
and edited by W. P. Ker, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1900, I, 61-2) : 
Lisideius is speaking in praise of the French: 

"There are indeed some protatick persons in the Ancients, whom 
they make use of in their plays, either to hear or give the 
relation: but the French avoid this with great address, making 
their narrations only to, or by such, who are some way in- 
terested in the main design." 

According to Ker, Dryden probably took the word from Gorneille, 
Examen de Rodogune: personnage protatique. 

Donatus in Terent. Andr. Prolog, i. irporariKov Trpoaomov. Gf. 
Scaliger, Poet., I, 13. 
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of in ch. xvii, where Iphigenia's occasion for recapi- 
tulating the past is a premonitory dream, rather of the 
kind that opens Corneille's Polyeucte. Another example is 
the Watchman's speech at the opening of the Agamem- 
non. Of the conventions for handling the exposition, the 
prologue soliloquy is perhaps the best, because it is so 
frankly conventional and does not interfere (as, say, the 
confidant convention interferes) with the dramatic pre- 
sentation of the opening situation proper. 

In connection with this matter of the exposition of 
events antecedent to the beginning of the play, I must 
say something about the Greek use of traditional stories. 
There is a famous often-quoted and vulgar passage about 
this in Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy. It comes in 
Eugenius's defence of the Moderns (Ker, I, 46), where he 
speaks of the plot of a Greek play as 

only some tale derived from Thebes or Troy, or at least some- 
thing that happened in those two ages; which was worn so 
threadbare by the pens of all the epic poets, and even by tradi- 
tion itself of the talkative Greeklings, (as Ben Jonson, calls 
them,) that before it came upon the stage, it was already known 
to all the audience : and the people, so soon as ever they heard 
the name of Oedipus, knew as well as the poet, that he had 
killed his father by a mistake, and committed incest with his 
mother, before the play ; that they were now to hear of a great 
plague, an oracle, and the ghost of Laius : so that they sat with 
a yawning kind of expectation, till he was to come with his eyes 
pulled out, and speak a hundred or two of verses in a tragic tone, 
in complaint of his misfortunes. 

Ker, in his edition of the Dryden essay, suggests that 
Dryden's probable source for this passage, either directly or 
indirectly, was a fragment of the comic poet Antiphanes, 1 

1 Fragment from Athenaeus VI, i. Meineke, Com. Frag., Ill, 1 06 
and T. Kock, Comicorum Atticorum Fragmenta t Leipzig, Teubner, 
1884, II, 90. Antiphanes, no. 191. 

(jLQ.KQ.pi6v ecmv 17 rpayafiia. 
irotrjfji.a Kara irdvr', t y irpwrov oi Aoyo* 
VTTO rcDv Oearajv cicnv eyvapi<7/Ltevot, 
trplv Kai riv* fiTretv aa0' vnofivfjaai IJLOVOV 
Set rov iroirjTTJv. OlBiirovv yap av jM6vov 
<oj, r5AAa Travr* taaoiV o rrar^p Aaios, 
pifryp 'lo/caariy, 0vyarpS t TraiScs rivey, 
ri 7rci'crc0* o$ro$ t ri 7reir 
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which says that merely on the mention of the name 
Oedipus "they know all the rest". 

The relevant part of the Antiphanes fragment is this 
(you have to remember it is part of a speech by a character 
in a comedy) : 

In poetry now tragedy has all the luck since the stories are 
known beforehand to the spectators even before anybody 
speaks; so that the poet only has to remind them. For if I 
merely say the name Oedipus, they know all the rest his 
father Laius, mother Jocasta, daughters, who his sons are, what 
will happen to him, what he has done. 

But even if the audience did know the story before- 
hand, did this affect Greek dramatic practice? Did the 
dramatists play on this, as is sometimes suggested, espe- 
cially in the way of achieving what seem to us rather 
illegitimate effects of dramatic irony? It is worth seeing 
what Aristotle says on this point, in ch. ix (p. 44) : 

One must not aim at a rigid adherence to the traditional stories 
on which tragedies are based. It would be absurd, in fact, to do 
so, as even the known stories are only known to a few, though 
they are a delight none the less to all. 

Aristotle was writing in the middle of the fourth cen- 
tury when knowledge of the traditional stories may have 
been declining. The fragment of Antiphanes, which 
on the face of it directly contradicts Aristotle, belongs to 
the generation before him. The matter was obviously one 
of degree. How much detail would an audience know, 
and about which stories? Of the play called the Rhesus, 
traditionally but tentatively ascribed to Euripides, Gilbert 
Murray says l that the audience is not only expected to 
know the general story of the Iliad "it merely means that 
the poet takes for granted the main outlines of the heroic 
saga" but "we are also supposed to take up the story 
as it stands at the opening of the . . . tenth Book of the 
Iliad"; and the story is taken straight from Homer. 
(There is only one other extant Greek play taken straight 
from Homer. 2 ) Aristotle would probably have condemned 

1 The Rhesus of Euripides translated by Gilbert Murray, p. 55 
(London, George Allen, 1913). a The Cyclops of Euripides. 
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this. For it is clear that, with an infinitely wider know- 
ledge of Greek drama than we have, and belonging to the 
same civilisation that produced its masterpieces, he did not 
regard such preliminary knowledge as essential; and this 
plainly implies that he did not think a good dramatist 
traded on the audience's possessing such knowledge for 
any part of his particular effects. 1 

(b) The second point about beginnings is the obvious 
one that a Greek tragedy normally "started later", so to 
speak, than, say, a Shakespearean tragedy. Here again 
Dryden's sprightly way of putting it comes aptly to hand : 

The Ancients ... set the audience, as it were, at the post 
where the race is to be concluded; and, saving them the tedious 
expectation of seeing the poet set out and ride the beginning of 
the course, you behold him not till he is in sight of the goal, and 
just upon you. (Ker, I, 39; spoken by Crites, in defence of the 
Ancients.) 

I shall come back to this later when I discuss the so- 
called "Unity of Time". For the present, I want to say 
that this practice of the Greek drama did impose the 
necessity of more exposition by "relation" ; but that it 
also clarified the boundaries of a play's unity : it brought 
into greater prominence the fact that the unity is of the 
poet's making ; it is his conscious art, his choice within the 
convention, that determines the start. And the greater 
concentration, which the late start brings, made more 
evident that organic unity on which Aristotle primarily 
insists. 

2. Unity and Length 

Aristotle's view of Poetic Unity is governed by the con- 
ception of "order". Experience in real life, or history, or 
a chronological narrative or story, is amorphous and 
boundless (aTreipov) 2 ; by contrast, a work of art is shaped, 

1 [There were many variant versions of myths, and dramatists 
were free to adopt any or invent new variations.] 

2 The two leading words in the Poetics, oXov /cat re'Aetov, are 
explicitly contrasted with drrcipov in Phys., iii, 6, 2O7a 7 ff. (Butcher, 
p. 276). r&cios means what achieves its end or purpose: action is 
"motion towards an end" and when it reaches the end is reAa'a. 
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limited and complete in itself. Aristotle states and re- 
states this essential leading principle in a number of 
different places and different words, throughout the 
book. 

In the formal definition of Tragedy in ch. vi (p. 35) 
the action of a tragedy is "complete in itself 55 (Trpagecos 
. . . reAe/as 1 ) ; in ch. vii (p. 40) the action is "a whole" 
and "complete in itself 5 ' (reAeias- /ecu oAr?? Trpdgews) ; in 
ch. viii it is "one action, a complete whole 5 ' (p. 42 
ad Jin.) ; in ch. xxiii (p. 79) Epic, no less than Tragedy, 
"is based on a single action, one that is a complete whole 
in itself" (rrepl fjiiav irpa^w o\j]V /ecu rcAetav). And that 
same ch. xxiii also introduces one of the most valuable 
phrases in which Aristotle amplifies the idea of wholeness 
and completeness: he says "with all the organic unity of 
a living creature 55 (cScrTrep &ov v oXov). This is to be 
linked up to the passage in ch. vii (p. 40) which says 
that "to be beautiful, a living creature, and every whole 
made up of parts, must . . . present a certain order (rdgis} 
in its arrangement of parts". 

This comparison goes back to Plato's Phaedrus (264 c) 
where Socrates says, of a speech, that it: 

ought to be put together like a living creature, with a body of 
its own, not headless or footless, but having middle parts and 
extremities properly in keeping with each other, and with the 
whole. 

The ideas of order, harmony, proportion and complete- 
ness are all present in the normal Greek idea of what is 
beautiful; and when attached to a "living creature" 
(whether a man or an animal) would requife not only 
structural completeness, but also good health. 1 

This comparison of the unity of a work of art to that of 
a "living creature" is so important because it provides a 
vivid refutation of the charge that Aristotle is describing 
a formal, dead, mechanical kind of unity. It is, with the 

i [The word for animal can also mean picture or sculptured relief. 
In the Phaedrus too a drawing of a living creature may be referred to. 
The occurrence once again of Aristotle's favourite comparison of 
poetry to painting ("ut pictura poesis" in Horace) does not affect 
the argument, since a picture also must have "organic unity".] 
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passage in the Phaedrus, the very source of the still-current 
critical phrase "organic unity", which is used to describe 
just the opposite. It leaves room for the vigour and free- 
dom of creation ; and it emphasizes the life * in the pro- 
duct. It also precludes the suggestion that Aristotle's 
unity tends towards uniformity. Within a living crea- 
ture (even in an animal, and still more in a man) there 
are many different parts with many different functions 
and different kinds of activity. So too in a play or poem 
the unity on which Aristotle insists is a complex living 
unity which involves the interaction of parts in effective 
movement. And, of course, just as one dog may differ 
from another dog, and one man from another man, so 
one tragedy may differ from another tragedy. It is one 
of the dangers of all "general theories" of Tragedy, that 
one is left asking at the end, "Well, if all this is so, why 
does one tragic play differ as much as it does from 
another?" 

What Aristotle says about the order and wholeness of 
a tragedy is connected closely with what he says about 
its "magnitude", "size" or "length". In the formal 
definition in ch. vi (p. 35) the phrase "having magni- 
tude" is emphatically to be taken together with all the 
latter part of ch. vii (pp. 40-1), which speaks of "a 
certain definite magnitude" and "length". Aristotle is 
talking about the physical length of plays. I stress what ought 
to be obvious enough because I have found that people 
beginning the study of the Poetics are only too ready to 
take the "magnitude" in the formal definition of ch. vi 
as if it meant something like "importance", or magnitude 
in the sense of dealing with persons of high status. 
Nothing of the kind. 

This principle of "the right size" extends in Aristotle's 
work beyond the Poetics. In the Politics^ for instance, he 
says that there is a "right size" for a city and suggests it 
might extend to the limit of the range of a man's voice. 

1 [In ch. vi (50 a 38) Aristotle says that "the first essential, the life 
and soul, so to speak, of Tragedy is the Plot" (By water) apxy KCU olov 
*l* v xn' ^ v xn * s h ere * n Aristotle's mature sense of the word the first 
actuality (c'vreA^tia) of the body, its form.] 
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This principle is both aesthetic and utilitarian ; aesthetic 
in the sense that extremes are considered monstrous and 
horrible, like an animal (or picture) a thousand miles 
long; utilitarian in that things are related to the size and 
capacities of human beings, so that whatever is too large 
or too small is unmanageable, and cannot be seen and 
appreciated as a whole. Also, as things exist for a certain 
end and the end of tragedy is a unity of action their 
size must be functionally appropriate to that end. Thus 
in ch. vii there is no rigid dogma laid down about the 
length of tragedies; but the consideration of length is 
governed by reference to two criteria : 

(a) The first criterion is the function of a tragedy 
itself; it must be of such a size that it can adequately 
display 

the hero passing by a series of probable or necessary 
stages from misfortune to happiness, or from happiness to 
misfortune. 

(b) The second criterion is the capacity of the spec- 
tator or reader; the play must not exceed the length 
that can be compassed by the human memory; 
otherwise the essential unity of impression will be 
lost. But, so far as is consistent with its being com- 
prehensible as a whole, the longer the better. 

That is, it should have the greatest extension and variety 
that is compatible with unity of impression. Aristotle 
uses the word CVCFVVOTTTOS (ch. xxiii, p. 80), capable of 
being grasped in a single act of vision, and instances the 
whole ten years of the Trojan war as too long and too 
complicated from the variety of incident in it. This 
brings me to Aristotle's handling of the "middle" of a 
tragedy, and the use of the term Episodes. 

3. Episodes 

The term "episode" is used by Aristotle in the Poetics in 
two slightly different senses, and the discussion of them is 
important for understanding what he said about the 
process of writing a Tragedy* 
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The simplest sense occurs in ch. xii (pp. 48-9) when 
he is giving the technical names for the various structural 
parts of a play, in the sense of the, quantitative sections 
(/caret TO TrocroV) into which it is divided. These parts are 
for the speaking actors ( i ) the Prologue, (2) Episodes (vary- 
ing in number) and (3) the Exode. For the chorus there 
are (i) the Parode, the choral song as the chorus moves 
in after the Prologue, and (2) Stasima, varying numbers 
of choral songs occurring through the body of the play. 
A Commos is a lyrical lament in which chorus and one 
or more characters take part ; there are two such passages 
in the Oedipus at Colonus, (i) when the chorus question 
Oedipus about his past, (2) during the pealing of the 
thunder towards the end. An episode is defined as "all 
that comes in between two whole choral songs". This is 
entirely a technical term; and an "episode" is similar to 
an "act" in our dramatic terminology: it is a major 
clearly-marked division of the matter. It means literally 
"the passage which covers the entry of an actor in addi- 
tion to the chorus" ( which usually was on from beginning 
to end of a drama). The end of each episode was often, 
but not by any means always, marked by the exit of all 
the characters from the stage, leaving the chorus in sole 
possession to sing their stasimon dividing one episode 
from the next. Thus at the end of Episode II of King 
Oedipus, both Jocasta and Oedipus go off before the 
beginning of Stasimon II of the chorus; but at the end of 
Episode III Oedipus stays on during the short third 
stasimon of the chorus; and he begins Episode IV by 
addressing the chorus. In the Oedipus at Colonus, on the 
other hand, Oedipus himself is on the stage continuously 
through the whole action till he goes off to his death, but 
the beginning and end of episodes are marked by the 
entrances and exits of other characters. 

Elsewhere, however, Aristotle uses the word "episode" 
for a division of a poem, of a kind which is common to both 
Tragedy and Epic; and in Epic it plainly cannot mean 
an "episode", like an "act", in that technical dramatic 
sense. In ch. xxiv (p. 82), for instance, he says it is one 
of the virtues of Epic that it gives more scope than Tragedy 
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for diverse kinds of episodes (7TiaoSt,ovv 
7Tiao8iocs} . And again, at the end of ch. xvii, after 
summarising the story of the Odyssey in less than a dozen 
lines, he ends by saying that "everything else in it is 
episodes" (p. 63) (TO. S* aAAa eTretcrdSca : By water here puts 

"episode")- 

Now, if everything in the Odyssey, an epic in twenty- 
four books of about 12,000 lines (except a bald summary 
often lines or so), can be called "episodes", it is evident 
that "episode" is a very important term indeed in Aris- 
totle's literary vocabulary, quite irrespective of its use as 
a technical term for a clear-cut division in drama. 1 

At two vital points in ch. xvii, where Aristotle is dis- 
cussing all this, it is most important to keep an alert eye 
on Bywater's translation. On p. 61, he translates: 

His story, again, whether already made or of his own making, 
he should first simplify and reduce to a universal form, before 
proceeding to lengthen it out by the insertion of episodes. 

And again, on p. 62, he translates: 

This done, the next thing, after the proper names have been 
fixed as a basis for the story, is to work in episodes or accessory 
incidents. 

In neither of these places is the version sensitive to Aris- 
totle's use of words; for the phrases "by the insertion of 
episodes" and "to work in episodes or accessory inci- 
dents" imply almost that the poet is tittivating, decorat- 
ing and artificially extending an object already there. 
They almost imply that the story is more important than 
what the poet does to it. Could anything really be more 
ridiculous than this mechanical idea that the poet inserts 

1 I know a little of the controversy that has gone on about this. 
Many of its earlier phases are summarised by Twining (ed. 1789), 
210-13; (ed. 1812), I, 315 ff., etc. 

The passage which most tells against me is Rhetoric, III, 17: cv 
Sc rots eViSeiKTiKots [Aoyotj], Set rov Xoyov eVeiaoStouy eiraivois, olov 
'laoKpdTqs iroiet* dec yap TLVO. etcrayct, where "episodes" look just like 
mere stuffing, "dragging in". But I should aim to get over the 
difficulty in the same way as with fivOos, by saying that Aristotle 
is in process of moving towards a clearer and more exact definition 
of terms. 
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things in a "story" here and there, like a dressmaker 
"letting in" pieces here and there? I must here warn you 
also against a new version of the Poetics recently made by 
Mr. L. J. Potts and published by the Cambridge Univer- 
sity Press; he here translates "interpolate", which carries 
the same sort of derogatory implication as Bywater's 
version. 

These two important passages in ch. xvii should, I 
think, be translated something like this: 

(a) p. 61, bottom: 

Whether the story is already made, or of his own 
making, he should set it out in general terms and 
then "episodise" it and lengthen it as I have sug- 
gested (ourco?) . (Analyse it into stages and work up 
each to a proper length.) 

(4) p. 62 : 

Then, after the proper names have been assigned, 
he should make it into episodes (divide it into acts) 
(/xera ravra 8* TJSrj vrrodevra ra ovofJLara eTretcroStow) . l 

In both these crucial places Aristotle uses one very 
workmanlike verb which can be quite fairly translated as 
"episodise": he says nothing at all about "insertion", or 
"working in" or "accessory incidents": such phrases 
utterly kill the comparison between the essential unity of 
a work of art and a living organism ; and they tend also 
to reduce the significance of what he says in ch. ix (p. 
45) about necessity in the sequence of the episodes. The 
worst effect, however, of Bywater's handling of the pas- 
sages is to make it appear that the "story", which the poet 
may well be given traditionally, or take from any source 
whatever, has some kind of superior authority over the 
use which he himself makes of it. The story appears as 
the important matter, and the "episodising" as quite 
incidental. 

i If Bywater is bad, Butcher is not much better: in both places he 
translates eVetaoSiouv "fill in the episodes". If "episodise" is thought 
objectionable, I would suggest "make into episodes". One certainly 
cannot say "make episodic", because Aristotle uses this as the adjective 
to describe fa ilure in "episodising" (ch. ix). 
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But in Aristotle it is exactly the other way round. 
The "episodising" is the essential activity of the poet as 
the maker (or creator, if you like) of his plot. For it is 
exactly here, and in his diction (more than in his char- 
acterisation), that the individuality and originality of the 
poet most assert and declare themselves (see the opening 
sentence of ch. xvii). The misunderstanding of Aris- 
totle has here been helped for a modern reader by the 
increasingly derogatory implications of the English word 
episode, which has now come to mean something like a 
"mere episode" or "fleeting and unimportant incident" 
(Bywater's gratuitous phrase "accessory incidents" re- 
flects this) ; whereas, in Aristotle's use of the word, episodes 
are the essential limbs or organs of the body of the poem 
that make its life and function possible. 

Thus, the processes which Aristotle is describing are 
quite clear. There is first a rambling and amornhous 
"story", often taken over from tradition or picked up 
from some other extraneous source (and how well this 
describes Shakespeare's habit, or Dryden's in Ml for Love, 
or Milton's in Samson Agonistes}, and then <{bmes the 
serious business of making it into a play or an epic. This 
is a creative activity. 

The first phase of this process, Aristotle suggests, 
is a reduction of the "story" to essentials. This raises at 
once a question about the justice of By water's, translations 
"reduce to a universal form", and "universal element". 
Butcher here translates "sketch its general outline", and 
"general plan". 1 And Butcher's phraseology seems to me 
right. 2 In justifying his translation in his essays he says 
(Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, pp. 193-4) tnat 
the Greek word /ca#oAou, which is here at issue, "denotes 
the broad outline, the bare sketch of the plot". It does 
denote the broad outline; but it is the broad outline of 

1 Gf. Rostagni, edn. (1928) p. 68 "proporseli in termini general!". 

2 Butcher's sentence then continues "... and is wholly distinct 
from the KaQoXov of ch. ix, the general or universal truth which poetry 
conveys." I think that the usage in ch. ix approximates more 
closely to that of ch. xvii than Butcher makes out. But that is not 
the point at issue here. 
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the story, not of the plot. In ch. xvii Aristotle is not at 
all concerned with "the universal" in any logical or 
metaphysical sense. All he has done in ch. xvii with 
the stories of the Iphigenia in Tauris and the Odyssey is to 
make summaries of them and take out the proper names. 
The removal of the names stresses the fact that the source 
of his story is a matter of indifference to the poet ; it has 
the effect of detaching the story from legend or history 
or from the borderland between them, and leaves it as a 
story standing on its own merits. 

The summary of the Iphigenia in Tauris suggests that 
Aristotle is summarising "story" not "plot"; for it goes 
beyond the confines of that particular play, back to the 
matter of the sacrifice at Aulis, which was, in fact, the 
subject of another play by Euripides. The play Iphigenia 
in Tauris opens with Iphigenia already a priestess} 
and the whole business of her being spirited away from 
sacrifice by her father, Agamemnon, is in the past. All 
this is every bit as much "outside the plot of the play" 
as the reasons for the arrival of Orestes : but it is part of 
the "story " in a way that the matter dealing with Orestes 
is not. It does seem as if Aristotle in this context is 
using iJLvdos again for "story" rather than "plot". 
For it would indeed be preposterous if he were merely 
to summarise the "plot" of Euripides' s play when the 
whole illustration is meant to show what a poet does 
with a story before he makes a play or a plot out of it 
at all. 

Bywater in his version is altogether too fond of the 
word "incidents", which tends to lower the importance 
of what Aristotle is saying. There is another instance of 
this at a critical point of ch. vi. 

Aristotle enumerates the six elements in Tragedy 
Plot, Characters, Thought, Diction, Spectacle, Melody. 
Note that the first of these is "plot"; in Greek the word 
is fJivOos, and this is its technical use. It should be 
"plot", not Bywater's rather wavering "Fable or plot". 

Bywater's version then goes on : 

The most important of the six is the combination of the incidents 
of the Story (/Aeytorov 8e TOUTCOP corriv 17 TUJV rrp 
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There is no word in the Greek whatever to correspond 
with Bywater's "of the story"; and "combination of the 
incidents" is inadequate and weak. Aristotle's language 
here is firm, strong and clear: it means "the construction 
of the actions" or ". . . of the acts", or ". . . of what is 
done". 1 And this "construction of the actions" is the 
creative "making" of the plot, of which I have been 
speaking. 

This process of "making into episodes" is the vital act 
of creative construction. In ch. ix (p. 45) Aristotle 
says: "Of simple Plots and actions the episodic are the 
worst". A failure in the "episodising" produces a series 
of isolated episodes not joined to each other by prob- 
ability or necessity. 

He says in an interesting incidental passage that even 
good poets sometimes do this because the actors want it (8 to. 
rows' vTTOKpirds), and in consequence they "twist the 
sequence" (SiaoTpe'<eii> TO e^e^r??). This shows that by 
the mid-fourth century actors were demanding scope for 
individual display in their parts evidence of assertive 
individualistic vanity to the detriment of the play as a 
whole. 

This idea of the "episodic" tragedy was obviously a 
familiar one to Aristotle because in the Metaphysics, XIII, 
3 (iogo b 19) he emphasises the continuity of nature by 
saying that nature is not episodic in her phenomena like 
a bad tragedy. This brings out clearly again in another 
context the relevance of the comparison I have already 
dwelt on, between a complete tragedy and a living 
creature. 

1 It is hard to distinguish irpagis from rrpdyfia as "action" and 
"act", because of the modern use of "act" in dramatic terminology. 
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LECTURE IV 

PLOT (2) 

i . Probability and Necessity 

PROBABILITY and necessity are Aristotle's two criteria of 
dramatic coherence, and they need rather careful 
thought; for they are not quite as simple to understand 
as on the face of them they appear to be. It is perhaps 
best to introduce the discussion by some questions which 
will indicate the field within which the difficulties lie 
e.g., are probability and necessity only internal criteria, 
relevant only to the modes of connection between one 
part of an artistic creation and another? Are they only 
the internal artistic laws of the being of Tragedy? 
Or, have they also an outside reference to the relation 
in which a dramatic work of art stands towards real 
life? 

Again, even if the primary reference of the terms is to 
internal connections within the work of art, are those con- 
nections thought of as being the same in kind as connec- 
tions in real life? 

Again, if the connections are of the same kind both in 
the work of dramatic art and in real life, has the artist 
any freedom beyond the probability and necessity which 
reference to real life would impose on him? 

Lastly, a question of a rather different kind: are 
Aristotle's criteria equally applicable to all kinds of 
Tragedy which can be said to have artistic unity? 

These questions are fundamental, and what I have to 
say about them will not give final, neat answers. And 
furthermore, I do not want to anticipate too much at this 
stage the general theory of poetry which I keep for dis- 
cussion later. But it is impossible to avoid trenching on 
the wider problems altogether. 

58 



I start with the opening sentence of ch. ix (p. 43) : 

The poet's function is to describe, not the thing that has hap- 
pened, but a kind of thing that might happen, i.e. what is pos- 
sible as being probable or necessary. 

The wording here is intended not to define the possible 
but to limit it: for it is clear that the actual (which is not 
the poet's concern) also falls within the class of the pos- 
sible. The poet's concern is with the possible in so far as 
that is governed by probability or necessity (rd 8vvara Kara 
TO ciKos TI TO avayKalov). 

We can better understand what is meant by this double 
criterion by considering the word which Aristotle uses to 
describe its opposite; that is the word aAoyos", which is 
translated in your version "improbable". Thus in ch. 
xv (p. 57), where Bywater writes: "There should be 
nothing improbable among the actual incidents", the 
word is aXoyov 

oAoyov <5^ fiTjBev tlvai ev rols rrpd'/fj.acrw. 



This is in the context of the "improbability" in King 
Oedipus. And also in ch. xxiv the word occurs twice 
again in a similar context, where the example is once 
more Oedipus's ignorance of the circumstances of Laius's 
death. 

This word means, comprehensively, something like 
"irrational"; and the words with which it is contrasted, 
"probable and necessary" taken together, imply a high 
degree of "rationality". In this respect the criterion is 
intended to exclude from the play such things as chance ; 
unrelated events for which adequate origins are not 
shown within the play itself; sudden supernatural inter- 
ventions, and so on. For instance, these criteria would be 
violated if a writer were to make a man, after a serious 
and important quarrel with his wife, be run over by a 
train or accidentally killed at a football match. For 
there is no connection, except the accidental one of time, 
between the quarrel and the death. 

So far, the criteria of probability and necessity are in- 
ternal criteria. But are they only or mainly so? Some 
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critics write as if this were the whole of the matter. Ros- 
tagni, for instance, says that "the action of the poem is 
regulated by nothing but the internal laws of probability 
or necessity". (II fatto della poesia, invece, non si regola 
su altro che sulle leggi interne del verosimile o del neces- 
sario [Introduzione, 1927, p. Ixxiii: 1945, P Ixxvi.]). 

Butcher says (on p. 166, 4th edn., 1907): 

The rule of " probability", as also that of "necessity", refers 
rather to the internal structure of a poem; it is the inner law 
which secures the cohesion of the parts. 

The "probable" is not determined by a numerical average of 
instances; it is not a condensed expression for what meets us in 
the common course of things. 

And Butcher then goes on for several pages about how 
"the higher creations of poetry move in another plane". 

Against this I wish to suggest that for Aristotle these 
criteria of probability and necessity derive their validity 
within the structure of the play from their validity in real 
life. 

The criteria are applied by Aristotle mainly to two sets 
of circumstances, both explicit, side by side in ch. xv 
(pp. 56-7). They are applied: 

(a) To the connection of events in the play, 
tv rfj TWV TrpayjLcaro)!/ CTucrracret. 

(b) To the words and deeds of a person being the 
probable or necessary outcome of his character, 

TOV TQLOVTOV TO, TOldVTd AeyClV T) 7TpCLTTW 7J 
T) 



Surely the "probability" which is at issue is ultimately 
derived from a "numerical average of instances" or (if 
not from exact statistics) from the belief that statistics 
would confirm the rinding. Surely the "numerical aver- 
age" is thought to be strongly against the chance that a 
man just after a serious and important quarrel with his 
wife would be run over by a train. The calculable chances 
are against the murderess of her children being suddenly 
rescued by a heavenly chariot. And it is just for these 
reasons that Aristotle condemns such events. 
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The case is similar with necessity. Though the neces- 
sity operates within the poem, its necessariness is indepen- 
dent of the poem, (a) With the connection of events the 
underlying assumption is that an event of class x must 
always have consequences j>. The only thing limited to 
the poem itself is the statement that an event of class x 
has occurred. Such an event may never have occurred 
in real life; but still the necessity holds good in real life in 
hypothetical form: "If an event of class x occurs, it must 
have consequences j>." Similarly (b) y with character, the 
necessity holds good in real life in hypothetical form: 

//"such-and-such a person exists, in such-and-such circum- 
stances and related to such-and-such other characters, he must 
act in such-and-such a manner. 

But the poet does have to establish that such a person 
does exist in those circumstances. It is this that he has to 
make "convincing" (mQavov). 

It is thus quite beside the mark for Butcher, after men- 
tioning Prometheus, Clytemnestra, Hamlet and Othello, 
to say: 

We do not think of measuring the intrinsic probability of what 
they say or do by the probability of meeting their counterpart 
in the actual world, (op. cit. p. 167.) 

Of course we do not. We are not judging the initial facts 
of the play by the facts of our personal experience or the 
facts of history. But we are, on Aristotle's principles, 
judging the logic of the development of the play by the 
logic of experience. And he assumes that the characters 
resemble us enough for us to be able to do this success- 
fully. We are thinking of them in human terms with re- 
ference to common human experience. 

Dramatic art has no higher degree of rationality than 
the physical world when that is philosophically under- 
stood; to that it may be by analogy compared, as in the 
comparison of its unity, order, completeness and life with 
the organism of a living creature. But in the moral world 
of men art makes evident in its very structure a coherence 
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and order which are notably lacking in the unlimited suc- 
cession of incidents which befall a single man in the 
straight run of time, or in the jumble of half-understood 
experience which constitutes the life of most of us. 

The criteria of probability and necessity are part of the 
means of demonstrating this ideal order, and we appre- 
ciate the order only because those criteria fall within the 
scope of our ordinary judgments. 

2. Conviction 

(r3 TTiQavov) 

In speaking just now of the initial presentation of a 
character I used the word "convincing"; the word might 
also be translated "credible". We have met it already in 
the first lecture, when I quoted a passage from ch. xvii, 
where Aristotle says that the poet "who feels the emotions 
to be described will be the most convincing". The word 
and its opposite "unconvincing" also occur in two im- 
portant passages in connection with the discussion of the 
probable and the possible. 

In ch. xxiv (p. 84) Bywater translates: "A likely im- 
possibility is always preferable to an unconvincing possi- 
bility. The story should never be made up of improbable 
incidents; there should be nothing of the sort in it." 
Then in ch. xxv (p. 91) : 

For the purposes of poetrya convincing impossibility is prefer- 
able to an unconvincing possibility; 

and a little farther on in the same chapter he says that 
there can be no apology for improbability of plot when it 
is not "necessary" and no use is made of it. 

I am aware that the context of these passages belongs 
more with the discussion of the general theory of poetry 
than with the discussion of the coherence of plot. But I 
think it is fair, especially in the light of the last passage, 
to relate them to that other context, and you will see that 
they do allow an element of freedom to the poet to over- 
ride the strictness of internal logic maintained normally 
by the judgments of probability and necessity. Aristotle 
even uses the word "necessity" here of the poet him- 
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self, as a kind of artistic constraint which justifies him in 
violating the other "necessity" of logic when his matter is 
intractable. But to do this successfully needs the greatest 
exercise of a poet's skill. 

The important point in Aristotle's paradox about 
"probable impossibilities" is that "probability" and 
"convincingness" must go together. If the poet's skill is 
such that he can persuade us of an improbability, the 
exactness of reference to empirical experience can be 
forgone. 

This raises the very important question whether these 
criteria are equally applicable to all kinds of play, even 
to all Greek plays. The answer must, I think, be that 
they are not. Aristotle was writing with Sophocles in 
mind as his norm and ideal. He has very little to say 
about Aeschylus, for instance. 

In the Prometheus Vinctus of Aeschylus it is easy to see 
that the plot is in Aristotle's derogatory sense episodic; it 
is possible to transpose the episodes without a violation of 
logical sequence, because there is no logical sequence ac- 
cording to the criteria of probability and necessity as 
Aristotle used them. 1 The whole situation is not, and is 
not meant to be, "human" in that sort of way. To estab- 
lish the essential unity of such a play some other law of 
connection must be found. 

In practice, when judging the artistic unity of par- 
ticular plays, it is important to ask what kind of plays they 
are; whether they are meant to have the kind of unity of 
which Aristotle speaks. It may even happen that plays 
have a unity of a kind different from that which their 
author intended or thought them to have. 

Samson Agonistes was clearly meant by Milton to have a 
unity of the Aristotelian kind; it was prefaced by an Aris- 
totelian explanation, and it was obviously largely mo- 
delled on Sophocles. Dr. Johnson 2 objected to its con- 
struction on Aristotelian grounds, in that it lacked a 
middle. In effect he was saying it was episodic. It seems 
to me that the defences of the unity of Samson Agonistes 

1 See H. D. F. Kitto, Greek Tragedy, 2nd edn. 1950, pp. 58-9. 

2 In the Rambler, Nos. 139 and 140 (1751). 

63 



on purely Aristotelian grounds are governed more by an 
a priori desire to square Milton with Aristotle than by an 
honest examination of the play. The sequence of episodes 
does not seem to me to be governed by the criteria of prob- 
ability and necessity as I think Aristotle intended them. 
In particular the Dalila episode is unmotivated by what 
has gone before it and does not contribute to the catas- 
trophe which follows. 

3. The Unities of Time and Place 

I do not want to spend long in these lectures on the 
so-called Unities of Time and Place. They have been 
discussed ad nauseam in other places, and there is very 
little of fresh interest to be said. Neo : classic theorising 
about them is exemplified by Dryden's Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy. Dryden himself was aware of Aristotle's real doc- 
trine, especially about the unity of place: Eugenius is 
speaking (for the Moderns) : 

But in the first place give me leave to tell you, that the Unity 
of Place, however it might be practised by them, was never any 
of their rules : we neither find it in Aristotle, Horace, or any 
who have written of it, till in our age the French poets first made 
it a precept of the stage. (Ker, I, 48.) 

The important thing is to remember how little Aristotle 
said about time or place. The question of time is 
touched on by Aristotle only once. In ch. v (p. 34) he 
says (I quote with some omissions of insignificant 
words) : 

Epic poetry . . . differs from Tragedy ... in its length which 
is due to its action having no fixed limit of time, whereas Tragedy 
endeavours to keep as far as possible within a single circuit of 
the sun, or something near that . . . though at first the practice 
in this respect was just the same in tragedies as in epic poems. 

The original point here is the elementary comparison 
between the physical length of the two different kinds of 
work, an epic being several thousand lines, and a tragedy 
hardly ever more than about 1600. And then Aristotle 
just slips in, incidentally, a reason for this in the fact that 
the imaginary time covered by the action of a Greek 



tragedy does not in practice normally exceed twenty- 
four hours, whereas the imaginary time in an epic may 
be weeks or years (in both the Iliad and the Odyssey it is 
about fifty days). 

There is not the slightest question that the phrase "a 
single circuit of the sun" means a solar day of twenty- 
four hours (fJiiav TreptoSov rjXtov) . The absurd attempts of 
neo-classical critics to interpret it as meaning a day of 
twelve hours or so were governed by their own totally 
different conceptions of dramatic delusion. Furthermore 
Aristotle says nothing of the twenty-four-hour limitation 
as being a "rule"; it was merely a fairly normal practice, 
and even Greek practice was flexible. 1 

The important thing to grasp about Greek practice is 
that there was no* claim whatever that time taken in per- 
formance precisely coincided with the supposed duration 
of the imagined action. There are two vivid instances of 
this in the Oedipus at Colonus. The stasimon of the chorus 
describing the battle in which Antigone and Ismene are 
rescued from Creon obviously does not last as long as the 
pursuit and battle would have lasted; nor does the in- 
terval between the last exit of Oedipus and the Messen- 
ger's speech describing his death at all represent the time 
taken by what the speech describes. 

The fundamental absurdity of the neo-classic attitude 
appears plainly in what Eugenius takes over from 
Corneille's Third Discourse, just after the passage I 

1 Though it was normal, it was by no means invariable in Greek 
tragedy: e.g., in the Eumenides months or years elapse between the 
opening of the play and the next scene: and there is also a change 
of place from Delphi to Athens. 

In the Suppliants of Euripides there is a gap to allow for the raising 
of an army in Athens; its march to Thebes ; its victory and return 
a minimum often days. 

In the Agamemnon, even if a definite interval of days cannot be 
assumed between the fire-signals announcing the fall of Troy and 
the return of Agamemnon, at any rate the conditions of time are 
disregarded and the march of events is imaginatively accelerated : 
and in many Greek tragedies it is quite impossible to construct 
with confidence an exact chronology for the imagined action, e.g., 
Oedipus at Colonus. 
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quoted just now. The Suppliants of Euripides is his 
example : 

Euripides, in tying himself to one day, has committed an 
absurdity never to be forgiven him; for in one of his tragedies he 
has made Theseus go from Athens to Thebes, which was about 
forty English miles, under the walls of it to give battle, and ap- 
pear victorious in the next act; and yet, from the time of his de- 
parture to the return of the Nuntius, who gives the relation of 
his victory, Aethra and the Chorus have but thirty-six verses; 
that is not for every mile a verse. (Ker, I, 48.) 

There is here the quite false assumption that Euripides 
meant to tie himself to one day, whereas plainly he meant 
nothing of the kind : and this false assumption is derived 
from the notion that the whole dramatic performance was 
meant to be a delusion, with stage time and imagined 
action running exactly pari passu. Eugenius's so-called 
Defence of the Moderns is, in this matter, a defence of the 
delusionist method, and a blaming of the Ancients for 
inefficiency on the grounds that they tried to be delusion- 
ists and didn't do it very well. But in fact they did not 
even try to be. 

About the unity of place, Aristotle nowhere says any- 
thing to the effect that the stage should "represent" only 
one place throughout the course of the action. The near- 
est he comes to any mention of the matter at ail is 
in the comparison between Epic and Tragedy, in ch, 
xxiv (p. 82) : 

In a play one cannot represent an action with a number of 
parts going on simultaneously ; one is limited to the part on the 
stage and connected with the actors. Whereas in epic poetry the 
narrative form makes it possible for one to describe a number of 
simultaneous incidents. 

So far as visual representation goes, this limitation was 
imposed by the necessities of Greek practice, though a 
divided stage is possible in a modern theatre. Aurally, 
however, Greek plays could include "simultaneous" 
action. In the Agamemnon of Aeschylus, for instance, the 
cries of Agamemnon being murdered in his bath are 
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heard "from within"; with the result that in sound the 
spectators get both the murder and the chorus's response 
to it. 

Visually the Greek setting did as a rule represent only 
one place throughout the action. Very often it was the 
outside of a palace or a house, as in the Agamemnon, 
King Oedipus,, the Medea and the Alcestis; or it might be 
some more elaborate scene requiring simple "props" 
or simple painted scenery as in the Oedipus at Colonus or 
the PhilocteteSy where the action takes place near a grotto 
on the rocky sea-coast. 

But even among the extant Greek plays there are ex- 
ceptions to this. There is a slight exception in the Ajax of 
Sophocles, where there is a move from the outside to the 
inside of Aj ax's tent; but this would have been done by 
opening the doors at the back, a kind of variation that the 
physical structure of the theatre easily allowed. As I 
have already said, the Eumenides of Aeschylus moves from 
Delphi to Athens. 

The Renaissance critic who started the doctrine of 
"The Three Unities" in its rigid form was Castelvetro in 
his edition of Aristotle's Poetics in 1570. Thus Eugen- 
ius's statement that the French poets first made it a "pre- 
cept" of the stage is not true. It was from Castelvetro that 
the doctrine came into Philip Sidney's Defence of Poesy, 
which was written round about 1583. 

Here is J. E. Spingarn's account of Castelvetro's doc- 
trine, in his Literary Criticism in the Renaissance : l 

The absurdities to which he carried it were not exceeded even 
by his most fanatical successors. He was so dominated by the idea 
of the necessity of the coincidence of stage time with imagined 
time that he argues Aristotle could not have meant twenty-four 
hours, because of the physical inconvenience of sitting so long 
in the theatre. 2 

1 New York and London, Macmillan, 1899, pp. 98-9. 

8 Cf. also Dr. Johnson's refutation in his Preface to Shakespeart* 
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LECTURE V 

THE RELATION OF CHARACTER 
AND PLOT 

THIS brings us to the famous argument by which Aristotle 
says that "plot" is more important than "character"; it 
is stated in the second half of ch. vi (pp. 36-9) and has 
produced a great deal of discussion. It is absurd in any 
language (quite apart from questions of translation) to 
bandy about complicated terms like "character", "plot" 
and "action" as if they were "fixities and definites". In 
this particular discussion much avoidable trouble has 
been caused by the assumption that the meanings of the 
terms "character" and "action" are self-evident, and that 
there is some kind of elementary opposition between 
them. 

The essential clues to the proper interpretation of this 
latter half of ch. vi are present in the language that Aris- 
totle uses in the chapter itself; but they can be understood 
more clearly by reference to what he says in the Nico- 
machean Ethics. And this is one of the passages which, as I 
said before, does presuppose some knowledge of the Ethics 
and the terminology used there. 

The point to get hold of first is this : although Aristotle 
in the Poetics uses expressions which present the matter as 
if there were a sharp antithesis between "character" and 
"plot", or "character" and "action", this antithesis is not 
present in his whole theory, in which character and action 
were not opposed to each other, but inseparable. There 
is an interesting discussion of this in Butcher. He pre- 
sents the matter as a question. 

"If character and action were so intimately related in 
Aristotle's general theory of behaviour, why did he, in 
the Poetics, so emphatically present character as if it were 
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in some kind of antithesis to plot? Why did he present 
his case in an exaggerated way?" (Aristotle's Theory of 
Poetry and Fine Art, 4th edn. 1907, esp. pp. 344-5.) 

Much of what Butcher has to say on this point is very 
relevant. He quotes the most extreme statement of Aris- 
totle's position, the statement which is given in Bywater's 
translation, ch. vi (p. 37) as : 

A tragedy is impossible without action, but there may be one 
without Character, (cri avev ficv Trpafeco? OVK av ytvoiTo rpayajSta, 
avev 8^ rjOajv ycvotr* av [50 a 235]) 

Butcher's footnote to this passage bears out much that 
I have been saying in these lectures and have now to say; 
it contains germinal ideas of which much more could have 
been made in his main argument : 

In the popular antithesis of the two terms "character" has 
not its full dramatic value, and instead of signifying "characters 
producing an action", it stands for an abstract impression of 
character left on our minds by the reading of a play. Similarly 
"plot" is regarded as the "story" in a play, viewed in abstrac- 
tion from the special nature of the persons; and, in particular, 
denotes a complication exciting wonder or suspense an idea, 
however, which is not necessarily present in the word fjiv$os. 

What follows is a very much simplified statement of 
arguments in the Nicomachean Ethics y especially Books I 
and II. 

Aristotle says first that we are not good or bad in char- 
acter by nature. This is in contrast to certain physical ca- 
pacities which we do have by nature. The physical senses 
of seeing and hearing, for instance, are in us by nature. 
We had the sense of sight before we even saw; the sense 
of hearing before we even heard: we did not acquire 
these senses by acts of seeing and hearing. In so far as we 
have by nature a capacity for action it is physical action, 
which is ethically neutral or indifferent, and therefore 
does not involve character at all. 

But the virtues (and the vices) are acquired only in so 
far as we have acted well or badly. We learn to become 
good or bad by acting well or ill just as a builder learns 
to build by building. By repeated acts of a certain kind 
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we acquire a habit or bent (e<,s) of character. In this 
way qualities of character are legacies of past acts. 

Historically in each individual, character is thus 
formed by action, is dependent on action for its very be- 
ing, and has its qualities in virtue of the quality of the 
actions from which it is derived. In real life, quite apart 
from drama, character is subordinate to action because 
it is a product of action. 

Secondly, he says that we are not good or bad merely 
in respect of knowing what is good or bad. Here Aristotle is 
partly answering the intellectualist ethics of the Platonic 
Socrates, so often expressed in the epigram "Virtue is 
Knowledge". Against this Aristotle insists (i) that the 
guiding principle of ethics is not the Absolute Good but a 
practical good, attainable as the end for man: and this 
end he ultimately identifies with happiness; (2) that 
in all ethical situations there is an element of desire which 
is the stimulus to decision, and the determinant of 
direction. 

This inclusion of the element of desire is also part of 
Aristotle's revision of Plato's ethics. Its importance in 
Aristotle's scheme is that it is the "end" which we desire. 
We have a desire or wish to bring about a certain state of 
affairs, and it is this desire for the "end" which distin- 
guishes human ethical action from the undirected play of 
circumstance. Action which is ethical is a movement to- 
wards an end. 1 The "character" which, as I have said, a 
man acquires by acting is formed by the kind of "ends" 
which he habitually proposes to himself as desirable. In 
so far as this is so, character is only a tendency, and it does 
not become fully "actual" unless a particular end is de- 
sired and the "movement" is thus set on foot towards 
it. 

At this point in the argument Aristotle attempted to 
assimilate his ethical terminology to his metaphysical 
terminology, where the distinction between "potential- 
ity" and "actuality" is a fundamental one. The pro- 
cesses by which he did this are technical and difficult to 

1 See R. P. Hardie, "The Poetics of Aristotle", Mind, IV (N.S. 

70 



state clearly; and they hardly concern us, even if I were 
competent to expound them. 

I must state the matter in an over-simplified way: 
"character", in that it is a bent, a tendency, a legacy of 
past acts, is not fully "actualised" or "realised". It is only 
fully realised when it is "in act", as it is not, for instance, 
when we are asleep. 

Thus, from the point of view of drama, "character" in 
its full and proper sense occurs only in action. The mere 
presentation or description of certain "qualities" of 
character is the presentation of something less than the 
fullness of character. 

Thus in Aristotle's ethics, with or without reference to 
the drama, character may be looked upon as the arbi- 
trarily stabilised meeting-point of two series of actions; 
the antecedent series which has gone to its formation, and 
the consequent series in which it will be actualised in 
future. Character in itself is not fully "real" until it is 
"in act", or "in action". 

I might make this clearer by a comparison ; but it is not 
to be taken as an exact analogy, for it is not. Suppose you 
have a training-film of athletics, and stop it in the middle 
so that you have a "still" of a runner in his stride; the 
"still" will show you certain qualities of him as a runner 
his build, his muscular development, his position, his 
way of holding himself, his style so far as that can be seen 
without movement. But it will not tell you whether he 
has a weak heart or poor staying-power; or how fast he 
runs or whether he is likely to win against such-and-such 
an opponent under such-and-such conditions : it will not 
even tell you much about his style as a whole. Movement 
is necessary for that. 

In a broad way Aristotle's view of "character" in litera- 
ture may be thought of as such a "still". 

And indeed the comparison with athletes is one of 
Aristotle's own comparisons. In the Nicomachean Ethics, I, 
8, 1099*3, he says (in Sir David Ross's translation, Oxford, 

1925): 

And as in the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and 
the strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is 
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some of these that are victorious), so those who act win, and 
rightly win, the noble and good things in life. 

To Aristotle even happiness itself, which, when properly 
understood, is the ultimate end of man, is not a state but a 
form of activity. In the Nicomachean Ethics I, 8, iog8 b 22, 
happiness is defined as "a sort of good life and good 
action". And Aristotle (b 30 ff.) goes on: 

With those who identify happiness with virtue or some one 
virtue our account is in harmony; for to virtue belongs virtuous 
activity. But it makes, perhaps, no small difference whether we 
place the chief good in possession or in use, in state of mind or in 
activity. For the state of mind may exist without producing any 
good result, as in a man who is asleep or in some other way quite 
inactive, but the activity cannot; for one who has the activity 
will of necessity be acting, and acting well. 

You see how this elaborates the position which is very 
shortly stated in Poetics, ch. vi (p. 37) : 

All human happiness or misery takes the form of action ; the 
end for which we live is a certain kind of activity, not a quality. 
Character gives us qualities, but it is in our actions what we 
do that we are happy or the reverse. 

It is saying something more than that we can only 
"know" the "characters" in a drama through what they 
say and do : it is saying that they only exist as characters in 
what they say and do. It is a truth of major importance 
for dramatic criticism. They exist only in their dramatic 
context and by their dramatic function. Much recent 
criticism of the drama especially of Shakespearean 
drama has been recovering this side of Aristotle's doc- 
trine. The swing away from Bradley in Shakespearean 
criticism has been a swing away from the tendency to 
make back-inferences from the text to determine a sup- 
posed full and stable view of the "character's character", 
and then to project this inferred (and artificially rounded 
and complete) "character" back into disputable areas of 
the play as an instrument of interpretation. The protest 
against such methods can call on Aristotle for support. 
It has been a swing towards emphasis on plot, on the 
whole dramatic design and composition. 

With pupils beginning the serious criticism of dramatic 
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poetry, I find the mistake of method often takes even more 
extreme forms. "Characters" like Oedipus and Samson 
are spoken of as if they have a firm, known "character" 
from legend or history; and Sophocles and Milton are 
virtually judged according to how nearly they get them 
"right". Or, commoner still, the character of Oedipus in 
the Colonus play is judged by the character of Oedipus as 
he appears in King Oedipus; or Sophocles is blamed for 
treating Creon differently in two different plays. But, as 
these two plays were not parts of a trilogy, Sophocles has 
absolute freedom to create and use what "characters" he 
likes. We must now return to, and examine, Aristotle's 
most extreme and most epigrammatic statement of his 
position. * < < lAjxa gcdy-4s-npossible without action r bu-t- 



Note that in Aristotle's Greek, as in English, there is an 
ambiguity in the use of the word for "character". I have 
just illustrated this in English by using the phrase "the 
character's character". The word is used either for "the 
dramatic personage" or "the ethical nature", which may 
be of a dramatic personage, or of a person in real life. 
So also Aristotle uses his word tf0o$ sometimes for the 
dramatic presentation of ethos, sometimes for ethos or 
character in its ethical sense whether in a play or not. 
This famous epigram does not of course mean that there 
may be a tragedy without characters, that is, without 
dramatic personages; it means that there may be a tra- 
gedy without dramatic personages who exhibit what 
Aristotle specifically calls "character" in the ethical sense. 
He then proceeds, in ch. vi (pp. 38-9), to describe very 
shortly what he means by "character" in this sense: 

Character in a play is that which reveals the moral purpose 
of the agents, i.e. the sort of thing they seek or avoid, where that 
is not obvious hence there is no room for Character in a speech 
on a purely indifferent subject. 

Even taking Bywater's translation at its face value this is 
a rather ambiguous sentence (there are in fact problems 
about the correct reading of the Greek text). 
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In any case, it is evident that by " tragedies without 
character" Aristotle means plays in which personages go 
through a change of fortune (probably a change from 
happiness to misery, rather than the opposite) in which 
they suffer and- act, but act without showing why, without 
adequately revealing the habit, bent and tendency of 
their characters, and without showing their characters in 
act, without showing their minds working upon the means 
to the actualisation of their desires. A tragedy of cir- 
cumstance and event of this kind is probably capable of 
rousing the emotions of the audience; by self-projection 
into the cipher on the stage some kind of pity may be felt, 
and external circumstances alone may cause a kind of 
fear. Thus such plays are at least better than plays de- 
ficient in action; where there is nothing but a set of 
speeches describing static qualities. Aristotle says be- 
ginners can do this, "can write descriptive monologues, 
but fail to show action and interaction, and make their 
personages speak like rhetoricians". 

The important positive doctrine is that "character in 
the play is what reveals the moral purpose in the per- 
sonages". Now thejword (and the related words) translated 
here "moral purpose" is the term for the actualising pro- 
cess by which we decide on an action as a means to 
achieve an end that we desire; this is sometimes trans- 
lated "choice", and the verb of it "choose". 

To explain this I quote from a paper by Mr. Colin 
Hardie, to whose knowledge and advice these lectures in 
general owe more than I can say. There is nothing un- 
familiar to readers of Aristotle in what he writes, but it 
summarises the point clearly and suitably for our pur- 
pose: 

An action is an activity designed to bring about an "end" and 
it has in it both an element of trained desire and an intellectual 
element. We have a desire or wish for a certain state of affairs. 
From this we argue back by a chain of means, until we arrive at 
something we see to be in our power here and now. We will the 
end and perceive the present state of affairs, and to link these 
two by a chain of means is the work of deliberation. This may 
be impossible, but if we think it is possible to achieve the end, 
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we choose (7rpoaipov^e9a) to do this act for the sake of the re- 
sult it will bring about. The word Trpoatpcais, usually trans- 
lated "choice", is not choice between alternative ends nor 
choice between alternative means to one end, but simply the 
act of will which starts a bodily movement to put the chain of 
means in motion, and causes a change designed to produce the 
end. Now the nature of the end aimed at reveals and deter- 
mines our character (tfOos); if we actualise a tendency in our- 
selves to obtain this or that end, we are good if the end is what 
the good man aims at. This is not to say that the end justifies 
the means. On the contrary, a good act must be done as the 
good man does it. . . . If we desire what is good in itself, we may 
still make a mistake in calculating the means, either through 
ignorance of a fact or facts or through ignorance of what will 
bring about what (of the general rules governing conduct and of 
the probable or necessary consequences of any step). This cal- 
culation is the intellectual element (Stavota), is scientific and 
can be discussed. Thus any action involves both "character" 
and "thought" (jjdos and Siavow). 

The distinction between "character" and "thought", 
as made in ch. vi of the Poetics, is thus much plainer. 
So far as thought is an element in the speeches of indi- 
vidual personages in the play relative to their particular 
circumstances and decisions, it covers this area of de- 
liberation or calculation "all they say when proving or 
disproving some particular point" (ch. vi, p. 39). 

As character is shown in the choice of ends (we can be 
said to "choose" both the end and the means to it), so 
thought is the deliberation about means to the end. 

Aristotle means the "element of thought" to be partly 
this internal deliberative casuistry of the individual j 1 but it 
need not, of course, always be internal to any one person- 
age in the play; others may take part in the deliberation 
and have an influence on the decision. But "thought" in 
this sense is deliberation about action, whether internal or 
not "whatever can be said or whatever is appropriate 
to the occasion" (p. 38). Here Aristotle is presupposing 
some knowledge of the Rhetoric^ especially perhaps of 

f l Hamlet and Macbeth are plays in which this side of it takes a very 
large part, in which soliloquy on questions of means to ends ia a 
major part of the play's doings. 
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Book II, chs. xxi and xxii. His mention of Rhetoric and 
Politics here in the context is partly a cross-reference 
to the earlier work. He is there speaking of the kind *of 
arguments to be used "on such subjects as moral action 
is concerned with, and such things as are to be chosen or 
avoided with a view to action' '. 

Discourse of this kind is said to belong in part to the art 
of Politics; because deliberation about "whatever is 
appropriate to the occasion" in any moral situation will 
almost certainly have to take into account social factors 
something beyond the individual; for the occasion is an 
occasion in society, and the deliberation is about "what- 
ever is appropriate" to it. In the more special sense, of 
course, it becomes "political" in typical tragedies as 
Aristotle knew them (and as Shakespeare wrote them) 
because the personages are of high position, with political 
influence and power, and the fate, good or ill, of many 
others depends on their personal decisions. 

I should like to say in passing that it was one of the un- 
fortunate consequences of the individualistic "character" 
criticism of the last century, that this political or social 
element in great tragedy was overlooked or under- 
estimated. And I have found that even now beginners tend 
to underestimate it. I ask you to reflect how much there 
is, even in the few plays of our syllabus alone, of this 
deliberation about what "is to be chosen or avoided with a 
view to action" in a wide social and political context. In 
the Oedipus at Colonus, in the relations of Oedipus toTheseus, 
to Creon and, above all, to Polynices, how much depends 
on their views of him as a political asset, and on his views 
of them in their estimation and treatment of him from 
their own points of view! In Samson the matter is made 
almost diagrammatically clear. Samson's dialogues, es- 
pecially with Manoa and Dalila, are set pieces of de- 
liberation on what particular things to "avoid" if the 
half-apprehended destiny of saviour of Israel is to be ful- 
filled, in some future course of action not yet determined 
or foreseen. Manoa and Dalila present each a different 
possible solution of Samson's political relation to the 
Philistines; and by different processes of argument, both 
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are rejected and "avoided". Equally, Lear, Polyeucte, 
Andromaque, All for Love cannot be understood without 
taking into account the political element. 

Next, thought is said to be shown alternatively in 
"enunciating some universal proposition". I fear that 
Bywater's verbal insensitivity has here once more done 
Aristotle a bad service. "Enunciating" is such a desper- 
ately awful word, a deathly word! The word means to 
show, to set something out so that it can be seen. The 
whole phrase here means, as a metaphor in literary criti- 
cism, something like "expressing some general matter", 
some general reflection on life or some general maxim of 
conduct such as "treat your enemies as though they 
would become friends". Cf. Rhetoric, II. xxi on maxims 
(yvcofjiat), as distinct from the particular deliberation 
about means to ends in the action. And this phrase 
covers generalised comment upon the action or growing 
out of it. It covers such things as the chorus in King 
Oedipus: 



All the generations of mortal man add up to nothing ! 
Show me the man whose happiness was anything more than 

illusion 

Followed by disillusion. 

Here is the instance, here is Oedipus, here is the reason 
Why I will call no mortal creature happy. 

(E. F. Watling, Theban Plays, 1947, p. 63.) 

The chorus, indeed, shows the very process of thought 
moving from the particular to the general. 
It covers such things as Macbeth's speech : 

She should have died hereafter : 

There would have been a time for such a word. 

To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 

To the last syllable of recorded time; 

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 

The way to dusty death. 

(V, v, 17-23.) 

77 



Another point to consider is this: Aristotle treats this 
element of "thought" very shortly and very drily; and 
it is not perhaps evident on the face of the treatise, how 
much he intends to include within it. He presents it first 
as a form of reasoning about means to ends; but this 
reasoning takes into account "whatever can be said, whatever 
is appropriate to the occasion". It is therefore reasoning 
about the emotional factors too; the speeches, the dis- 
course, include everything relevant. It is only necessary 
to pick up his cross-reference to the Rhetoric and glance at 
the Rhetoric in even a superficial way, to see his awareness 
of the fact that deliberation of this kind, and persuasion 
(whether it is self-persuasion or the persuasion of others) 
involves opinion and feeling (taking all affections and 
hatreds into account) ; the emotional side of human 
nature provides the stuff on which the mind works. 1 
Aristotle's sense of Tragedy as an artistic whole, his sense 
of the total design, of the end, his sense that ultimately 
Tragedy deals with the great theme of "success or failure 
in their lives" (p. 36), does lead him to treat some of the 
subordinate points cursorily. Especially on the emotional 
side, he is so much concerned with the major emotions 
of the whole design and of the end, that the emotional 
element in the intermediate stages seems to be pushed 
rather out of sight, or at least not treated in proper pro- 
portion. But still his theory includes and allows for it at 
the vital points: (i) in the element of "desire" for the 
end, which is the mainspring, the sustaining force of the 
action ; (2) in that all through, in the detail of the epi- 
sodes, thought is working upon material charged with 
emotion. 

I used just now the word "casuistry". In Protestant 
countries it is liable to carry derogatory implications, 
about deceit and shuffling and putting cushions under the 
elbows of sinners, and so on. But it is in fact that part of 
ethics, or of moral theology, which discusses not the 
general rules of conduct but the application of general 

1 And still more, of course, that kind of "thought** which ex- 
presses the general matter is thought upon the emotional content of 
the play. 
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rules to particular cases and the conflict of rules. And I 
used the word in the context of a character in a play de- 
liberating upon the particular means to the achievement 
of the end he desires. This particularity is most im- 
portant; and to show how, I call your attention to a sen- 
tence at the beginning of ch. vii of Book II of the 
Nicomachean Ethics : 

Among statements about conduct those which are general 
apply more widely, but those which are particular are more 
genuine l (aA^flivcorepoi), since conduct has to do with indi- 
vidual cases, and our statements must harmonize with the facts 
in these cases. 

Aristotle's whole treatment of ethics is concrete, definite 
and practical ; and therefore he has very little respect for 
judgments about actions which take no account of the 
circumstances. 2 With a man in real life, you might be 
able to say that as the result of the accumulated experi- 
ence of his past actions he had a bent or tendency towards 
actions of one kind or another: but you would not be able 
to make any very useful ethical judgment on his conduct 
till the particular facts and circumstances were known. 
So too, within a play, "character" means very little in- 
deed until the particular facts and circumstances have 
been laid down through which the character declares it- 
self. These facts and circumstances are the Plot. 

All through the Ethics Aristotle is implicitly protesting 
against the Platonic tendency to generalise ethical judg- 
ments, to establish sweeping theories of value. And in 
the Poetics his doctrine of the pre-eminence of "plot" and 
"action" over "character" bears all in the same direction. 
It is a monstrously paradoxical fate that he should have 
been misunderstood as slighting and minimising the in- 
dividuality of character, which it is supposed to have been 

1 Grant translates "more real": what about "bear more the stamp 
of truth"? 

1 [Gf. II, 9, 1 109 b 23 : Such [deviations from the mean] depend 
on particular facts, and the decision rests with perception: & r$ 
ataOfoci 1} *ptW, 1147 a 26 ; particular facts are within the sphere of 
perception: 1} yap afaifyouf Kvpia r&v Kaff l/caara.] 
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the great glory of later drama (especially English Eliza- 
bethan drama) to portray. His theory provides most ex- 
plicitly for its portrayal. Indeed, his theory of the im- 
portance of plot is best understood as an attempt to 
guarantee the individuality of character. This is in com- 
plete harmony with the particularity of method which 
he proposes as necessary for the poet in ch. xvii. I 
touched on this for a different purpose in an earlier 
lecture, but now we are in a better position to under- 
stand its full implications. 

The poet, Aristotle says (pp. 60-1), should remember : 

(1) To put the actual scenes as far as possible be- 
fore his eyes. In this way seeing everything with the vivid- 
ness of an eye-witness, as it were, he will devise what is 
appropriate, and be least likely to overlook incon- 
gruities. 

(2) As far as may be, too, the poet should even 
act his story with the very gestures of his personages . . . 
he who feels the emotions to be described will be the 
most convincing. 

This is not the language of a theorist of generality. It 
is most necessary to emphasise this concern of Aristotle's 
with particularity and individuality, to which his whole 
theory of action leads up, because he is so often repre- 
sented, or misrepresented, as the advocate of a general- 
ised form of drama, and of a generalised or "typical" 
handling of character. The source of this in the Renais- 
sance critics is rather Horace than Aristotle. 

In more modern interpreters the explanation is quite 
plain that more attention is given to what Aristotle says 
about the difference between poetry and history than to 
what he says about the relation between the particular 
and the general within poetry itself. 

In the comparison between poetry and history he says 
that poetry is more closely related to the universal than 
history, because of the arbitrary succession of historical 
events in time, in which the links between event and event 
cannot be easily seen to follow laws of probability or 
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necessity. He never anywhere says that poetry does not 
deal with individuals and particulars at all, but that it 
does deal with individuals and particulars so related to 
each other that they reveal these laws of action and con- 
nection. There is nothing at all in his theory which pre- 
cludes the subtlest development of character and motive, 
or the maximum, most concrete, poetic realisation of 
dramatic fact. 
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LECTURE VI 

THE TRAGIC ACTION 
AND CHARACTER 

IN the definition of Tragedy in ch. vi, Bywater's ver- 
sion makes(Aristotle say that Tragedy is an imitation of an 
action that is ' 'serious 5 *j this is also Butcher's translation 
at that point. But in fact the Greek word here in the de- 
finition (cmovSaios} is the same as that used at the be- 
ginning of ch. ii (p. 25) in the sentence: 

vCThe objects the imitator represents are actions, with agents 
who are necessarily either good men (wn-ovSatovs) or bad."} 

The word for the good men in ch. ii is the same as the 
word translated "serious" in ch. vi. Is this difference 
justified? 

Many people have argued for and defended the trans- 
lation "serious" in ch. vi; and I have been among them 
in the past, and must now recant. The reason for 
wanting to defend it is obvious. If it can be made out that 
"serious" is right (as meaning "having importance", 
"being of import", "having weight", and so on), Aris- 
totle's general theory is rescued from some of its heavier 
moralistic implications. 

But there is no doubt that the whole range of parallel 
and contrasting words as they occur both in the Poetics 
and in the Ethics makes it unjustifiable to isolate this use of 
the term aTrovSalos in ch. vi: it does mean "good", 
ethically good : and in the Poetics itself the clearest pas- 
sage to bring in support of this view is that at the be- 
ginning of ch. xv (p. 55) : 

In the Characters there are four points to aim at. First and 
foremost, that they shall be good. 

The word here is not aTrouSatos', but a word which has an 
unequivocal sense of "ethically good" (^p^aros). Aris- 
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totle is here speaking of "character" in the sense I ex- 
plained it in the last lecture, as an ethical nature re- 
vealed only in act, in the desiring of an end and in the 
choosing of the means towards it. The goodness he here 
requires in the moral purpose is inseparably linked to the 
goodness of the whole action. 

The word a7rov8aios in ch. ii must be taken as syn- 
onymous with this word xp-rjvros in ch. xv; and it 
would be too glaring an inconsistency for OTTOV^OLOS in 
ch. vi to be used differently. 

In ch. xv (pp. 55-8) Aristotle says that in treating 
dramatic "characters" (the word does not mean "per- 
sonages" but characters in the sense I spoke of in the last 
lecture) there are four points to aim at; and every one 
of them raises important questions. They are : 

(i) that the characters should be "good" 



(2) that they should be "appropriate 
OTTOVTO) . 

(3) that they should be "like reality" (OJJLOICL). 

(4) that they should be "consistent" 



I shall take these four points in turn, as applying to the 
characters in general, referring, as necessary, to the special 
case of the tragic hero as I go along, and shall then dis- 
cuss at the end what Aristotle says about the hero alone. 

i. "Goodness" of Character 

This predominant and main requirement of "good- 
ness", which seems at first sight rather strange, is essen- 
tial to Aristotle's whole theory because it is the founda- 
tion of that initial sympathy in spectator or reader with- 
out which the tragic emotions cannot be roused or the 
tragic pleasure ultimately conveyed. Aristotle assumes 
in his spectators a normally balanced moral attitude, by 
which they cannot give their sympathies to one who is 
"depraved" or "odious"; and sympathy is the very basis 
of the whole tragic pleasure. In particular, the special 
kind of sympathy which is pity. The bad man, Aristotle 
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says in ch. xiii (p. 50), falling from happiness to misery 
arouses some kind of human feeling in us, but not pity. 

Also, when he comes to details of plot, he says (ch. 
xiv, p. 53) that the most tragic situations arise between 
friends or between blood-relations, that is between those 
in whom are found the affections and loyalties which 
characterise the good. In such situations there is the 
maximum possibility of pity. 

But does Aristotle mean that all characters in Tragedy 
should be equally good, and that interplay of character 
as between good and bad is ruled out? He has no ex- 
plicit statement about this, but his answer is by implica- 
tion absolutely plain. 

It is plain, both from ch. xv (p. 56) when he speaks of 
the badness of character of Menelaus in the Orestes as 
being "not required", and also from ch. xxv (p. 92) 
when, again using the example of Menelaus, he says 
there is "no possible apology" for "depravity of character" 
when it is not necessary and no use is made ofit, that he admits 
that badness may be necessary in certain tragedies. In 
both chapters the words for badness are extreme words 
(54*28 TTovrjpia 6i b ig /xo^^pia), meaning out-and-out 
badness, real baseness, depravity, wickedness: they are 
not intermediate words meaning absence of perfection or 
anything like that. 

The action of the play as a whole should be a "good" 
one (i.e., it should portray efforts to bring about a "good" 
result), and the personages setting on foot the main 
action necessarily therefore are "good": but in so far as 
this main action requires it, bad characters, even depraved 
and wicked characters, may occur. The Creon of Oedipus 
at Colonus is not ruled out; nor is lago. 1 

Nothing is further from Aristotle's mind than the re- 

1 [Later moral ideas, e.g., that goodness consists in trying to do 
one's duty, must not be read into Aristotle. By "good" he means 
the habitual possession of one or more of the separate virtues, rjdiKal 
dpercu, such as courage, temperance, liberality, magnificence, 
gentleness, truthfulness, friendliness and even wittiness (euT/xxTreAt'a). 
See the list in Sir David Ross, Aristotle, p. 203, and his discussion 
of goodness of character and the moral virtues, pp. 192-208.] 
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commendation of a negative or fugitive or cloistered vir- 
tue. Not only is his whole ethical theory a theory of 
activity, but the very word crrrovSatos implies a zealous 
and energetic goodness. [This is doubtful, even if the 
adjective is derived from omwSTy, zeal.] 

Some forms of Hebraic and Christian morality have 
emphasised negative virtue, especially in the avoidance 
of "sin"; but Aristotle's good man is not good unless he 
is desiring specific, positive, good ends and working to- 
wards their attainment. 

This suggests another reason why, for Aristotle, the 
tragic hero was to be "not pre-eminently virtuous and 
just", but something less than that. The only explicit 
reason he gives in the Poetics for this decision (ch. xiii, 
p. 50) is that the entirely good man passing from happi- 
ness to misery "is not fear-inspiring or piteous, but simply 
odious to us"; he rejects such a character, in effect, be- 
cause his suffering offends our sense of justice. But tak- 
ing his theory as a whole it necessarily involves another 
reason. The perfect or nearly perfect man would be one 
whose desires were so trained and controlled, whose in- 
tellect also was so habituated to the right calculation of 
means and the making of the right practical inferences, 
that he would formulate to himself ends more immedi- 
ately in his power. The gap between the desired end and 
what is in his power here and now would tend to close; 
right action would tend to become more and more im- 
mediate and spontaneous; the sphere of deliberation 
would be more and more limited ; and in the ideal situa- 
tion the opportunity for the dramatic display of action 
would disappear. 

The insistence on "goodness" has no objectionably 
moralistic implications; it is quite free from the taint of 
direct didacticism. And though the word orrouSaTos' in 
ch. vi should not be translated "serious", it certainly in- 
volves the conception of seriousness. A tragedy is for 
Aristotle essentially a play in which great moral issues are 
involved matters of the greatest possible importance to 
human life: and these cannot be made plain except in 
characters who are basically and mainly good. An evil 
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man has already a bent or habit of evil ; and if his kind 
of action altogether controls a play, it is either, if seriously 
treated, merely horrible, or, if not seriously treated, the 
play is a comedy, and we are made to laugh at his evil 
and not be shocked by it. 

Aristotle would certainly rule out, as not being tra- 
gedies, plays of policy in which the leading character is a 
calculating and unscrupulous person of a Machiavellian 
type, plays like The Jew of Malta or The Massacre at Paris, 
in which there is not even any suggestion of ultimate 
benefit to the state to justify villainy. 1 He would scarcely 
have understood the phrases "the Hero as Villain" and 
"the Villain as Hero". The required initial sympathy 
would be absent. 

2. Appropriateness of Character 

The second point is that the characters should be 
"appropriate" (a/o/xorrovra) . By water in his edition 
glosses this word by saying that there should in the in- 
dividual character be "nothing at variance with that of 
the class to which the individual belongs". F. L. Lucas 
takes this even further by his rendering of the word "true 
to type", and he then goes on to say that "a modern 
dramatist would be very moderately flattered by being 
told that his characters were absolutely typical" (Tragedy, 
p. in). This is making a point by overstatement, by a 
gradual edging further and further away from what 
Aristotle actually says. 

There is no doubt that Lucas is edging in the direction 
of what many later writers took Aristotle to mean : and 
he himself quotes an extreme example of its application 
in Thomas Rymer's saying 

that lago is a badly drawn character because soldiers are 
notoriously an honest class of men. 

This is a very sensitive point in the whole interpreta- 
tion of the Poetics; one about which it is easy to be 
intellectually dishonest. I hope that, at least, I have left 

1 Gf. U. Ellis-Fermor, Christopher Marlowe (London, 1927), p. 90 
and notes ad loc. 
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no doubt in your minds about my own bias: for I argued 
at very considerable length in the last chapter that 
Aristotle's insistence on the importance of plot is to be 
understood as an attempt to guarantee the individuality 
of character. My interest in the word "appropriate" is 
to clear Aristotle of the charge that he ultimately reduces 
all characterisation to the mere presentation of types. 

There is no word in the Greek at all corresponding to 
"type". The word translated "appropriate" (dpfioTrovra) 
is quite fairly so translated ; it is an intransitive participle 
meaning "fitting"; it is used first absolutely with no in- 
dication of what the character is to be fitting or appro- 
priate to ; and that is where the scope for various interpre- 
tation begins. The first example of applying the prin- 
ciple is the broad and very obvious one of the difference 
between the sexes. I must avoid going off into a digres- 
sion about the Greek view of women. But it is important 
to realise that what Aristotle is here talking about (where 
By water translates "a female character") is "a womanly 
ethos", 1 not just a female personage in a play. However 
recent analytic psychology may have demonstrated that 
each sex possesses qualities of the other, which may be 
found more or less developed, nobody even now pretends 
that the psychological make-up of the sexes is identical. 
It may well be possible to create a woman (say like Lady 
Macbeth) with certain masculine characteristics; but 
even now it still makes sense to say that if you want to 
create a womanly woman it is inappropriate to make her 
a manly woman. We may well think that Aristotle was 
wrong in calling some specific things unwomanly (such as 
being cleverly sceptical about the popular idea of monsters, 
which is the point at issue in the speech that Euripides 
gave to Melanippe), but it does not therefore follow that 
there is no sense or meaning in the conception of "woman- 
liness". Classification of human characters is, in some 
sense, not only justifiable but necessary. Rostagni agrees 
with Bywater that classification of characters is what 
Aristotle is talking about, so that we can rule out the 

1 Accepting Bywater's conjecture yvvaiKtlay TO at 54 a 23. 
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idea that he means that characters should be "appro- 
priate" to the traditional accounts of them. The ques- 
tion is, what kind of classification, and how far does he 
mean it to be carried? The only other example that he 
gives of something "inappropriate" is a rather obscure 
one about the "lamentation of Ulysses in the Scylld\ 
a work of the dithyrambic poet Timotheus. The con- 
text is not known ; but I confess it looks rather like an ex- 
ample which opens up the possibility that Aristotle may 
have been moving somewhere towards the ground I want 
to keep him clear of. But even there you can see that 
there may be some sense in the judgment. If Ulysses was 
made to speak some desperately sentimental drivel, it 
might well have been "inappropriate" : but, in default of 
detailed knowledge, the case, I admit, seems to lie on the 
borderline between EITHER being inappropriate to the 
traditional accounts of Ulysses, as that he was "wily" or 
tough, OR being inappropriate to some other preconceived 
conception of the sort of person he ought to be, OR being 
inconsistent with what Timotheus had shown him to be 
elsewhere. This third possibility is ruled out by Aristotle's 
later discussion of "consistency", which is evidently 
something different from "appropriateness": and I think 
the reference to the traditional stories as a criterion should 
be ruled out here also. We are therefore left with the 
problem of trying to define what preconception of a 
"class" may have been in Aristotle's mind, such as would 
govern the dramatic characterisation of women and of 
Ulysses. 

If we consider not merely the narrower context of what 
Aristotle says about "appropriateness", but also the 
wider context of the whole chapter in which it occurs, it 
appears that women, slaves and Ulysses are being used 
as examples of something of a different sort from what 
Iphigenia is meant to exemplify. She is being considered 
at a different level of dramatic individualisation. 

Very tentatively indeed I wish to suggest that the con- 
trolling conception in Aristotle's mind, in what is plainly 
a kind of classification, may have been that of "status" 
of political and social status, as that was defined by 
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law, by custom, and by function. In Athens, of course, 
neither women nor slaves had the citizenship, and their 
position was defined and restricted in countless other 
ways by law. Ulysses would have a peculiar and clearly 
defined status in that he was a king. 

In all ancient and medieval societies this concept of 
"status" has been fundamental. Athenian democracy it- 
self was a democracy of adult male citizens only; the right 
to citizenship was jealously guarded and contested ; the 
lesser rights of those who had not the citizenship were 
graded and defined by law. Aristotle himself, as a 
foreigner in Athens, could not be the owner of real pro- 
perty. In medieval Europe the feudal system, much as it 
varied from time to time and in different countries, was 
characteristically a system which perpetuated an elabor- 
ate hierarchy of status, from king to serf, each status in 
the hierarchy being related to a social and political 
function. Medieval political thought hinges on the con- 
cept of status. The first polity to be based upon the 
theoretical rejection of status was the Republic of the 
United States of America; and France followed. In Eng- 
land, even at the present day, you find surviving relics of 
status in the monarchy and the House of Lords ; in cer- 
tain legal privileges of hereditary peers; in the fact that a 
married woman living with her husband does not make 
an independent income tax return. 

In all societies based upon status the positions of slaves, 
of women and of kings provide marked and extreme ex- 
amples of the definition of status by law and custom. 

The relation of character to status needs consideration 
in two aspects. Aristotle, with his insistence on practice 
as the source of character, would certainly have main- 
tained that one brought up in slavery, doing the acts of 
a slave, would become slavelike if not, in the more pe- 
jorative sense, slavish. His theory of the genesis of char- 
acter would have tended to stabilise a type of character 
appropriate to the status. One brought up, as he had 
seen Alexander brought up, as heir to a monarchy would 
stabilise a habit of command and authority; and so on. 
In this sense his feeling for "appropriateness" corresponds 



to the modern belief in the importance of environment. 
Environment would have a greater formative influence 
when it was clearly defined by law and daily imposed 
legal and social restrictions, and would tend more to the 
production of "types". 

Secondly, when the conception of legal status was 
fundamental to the whole organisation of society, and 
there was no conception of a society in which it did not 
play a great part, breaches of what was "appropriate" to 
any status would have been breaches of the political and 
social order in the play. There might, of course, be a 
play about such breaches (and then the violation of appro- 
priateness would, in Aristotle's terminology, be "neces- 
sary"), or involving a critique of the social order: but a 
typical Tragedy does not necessarily, for Aristotle, in- 
volve anything of that kind, but does take place within 
a social order which is familiar and intelligible; and the 
behaviour of the characters is referred to it. 

If I am right in this connection of appropriateness with 
legal and customary status, it does tend in one way to- 
wards the typical; but in another way it tends to clarify 
the uniqueness and particularity of moral situations : our 
moral judgments "have more of the stamp of truth on 
them" when the circumstances are known; and the legal 
status of a character (e.g., bond or free) is one of the 
circumstances which have to be known. Also, within each 
status, there still remains the greatest freedom for in- 
dividuality of characterisation; all women are not the 
same, any more than all slaves. In fact we can much 
better understand from this viewpoint the emphasis 
which should be given to that remark of Aristotle's (also 
in this ch. xv, pp. 55-6) which is so startlingly offensive 
to modern opinion: 

Such goodness is possible in every type of personage, even in 
a woman or a slave, though the one is perhaps an inferior, and 
the other a wholly worthless being. 

In spite of all the accepted legal restrictions of rights, scope 
and power, in spite of the limitations of status which the 
whole of society takes for granted, the individual may 
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rise above the inevitable tendency to run true to type. 
And this involves dramatic treatment too. 



3. "Likeness" of Character 

The third is to make them like . . . which is not the same as 
their being good and appropriate, in our sense of the term. 

This is a very difficult criterion to assess and involves 
large questions of general theory; especially it is difficult 
in this context because Aristotle gives no example to illus- 
trate what he means. Bywater in his edition takes up the 
word as it is used farther on, towards the end of ch. xv, 
in the comparison with portrait-painters. There is no 
doubt that in that context the word does mean " likeness 
to the original". But here what Aristotle actually says, in 
his telegraphic style, is "Third is the being like 55 (rpLrov 
Se TO opaiov). He is masterfully silent in answer to 
the question "like what? 55 Bywater prejudices the mat- 
ter by his addition "like THE reality 55 . The reality: 
What reality, is the point ! His note in his edition makes 
it plain when he says: "the literary portrait produced by 
the poet should be 'like the original 5 , i.e., like what the 
personage in question is in history or legend 55 . This de- 
prives the poet of all his creative freedom and ties him to 
a quite indefinable examplar, because history and legend 
are themselves largely the creation of other writers. 
Butcher here also feels the necessity of answering in his 
translation the essential question "Like what? 5 ' which 
Aristotle does not answer in his text ; but Butcher answers 
the question in what is to my mind the much saner and 
more likely way by translating: "Thirdly character must 
be true to life. 55 Rostagni here in his note goes along with 
Butcher in saying that he understands Aristotle to mean 
that the characters should be "natural 55 . 

This requirement, of likeness, must also be taken in 
conjunction with the whole of ch. ii (pp. 25-7) in which 
Aristotle is differentiating Tragedy from Comedy by the 
consideration of the types of character shown acting in 
each. The analogy with portrait-painters comes in here 
too. He says that characters are either better or worse 
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than ourselves, or just like ourselves: and at the very end 
of the chapter he says that Comedy makes its personages 
"worse" and Tragedy makes its personages "better than 
the men of the present day". 

It is clear that "ourselves" and "the men of the present 
day" are here to be equated. Taken together they re- 
present what is now often summed up in the phrase "the 
man in the street". 

As I tried to show at length in the last lecture, it is im- 
possible to treat character and action, on Aristotle's 
theory, as separable: they are inextricably interdepen- 
dent. The action of a tragedy has, as we have also seen, a 
greater coherence, a greater unity, a more clearly defined 
end than a slice of real life or a slice of history. To be 
necessarily fitting to such an action, character also 
must be modified from the commonplace norm of real 
life. 

The question is how much and in what way is it to be 
modified, and how is the modification reconcilable with 
this requirement of "likeness" ? 

I want for the present to leave that in the form of a 
question and to return to it in the final lecture, when I 
shall discuss the general theory of poetry as "imitation". 

4. Consistency 

Very little need be said about the fourth of these re- 
quirements for character; for nobody could seriously dis- 
pute that consistency is a basic need. The character must 
be seen as a whole ; development must take place accord- 
ing to intelligible principles. I have already discussed 
those principles when dealing with probability and neces- 
sity what such-and-such a character will probably or 
necessarily say or do. And Aristotle properly provides for 
waywardness of all degrees in the formula "consistently 
inconsistent" (o/xaAcDs avai/mAov, homalously anomalous). 
This, as Twining says, note 1 1 1, p. 332 (1789) ; II, 145; 
(1812), is not concerned with momentary conflicting pas- 
sions (what we should call emotions), but with "the basis 
or foundation of a character", which is what I have been 
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calling its habit, bent or tendency. Aristotle is not recom- 
mending a dead level, not a flat uniformity, but a living 
coherence. 

5. Hamartia 

I have already mentioned two reasons why the tragic 
hero cannot be perfect : 

(a) As Aristotle explicitly says, his misfortunes 
would be odious to us i.e. offend our sense of 
justice. 

(b) By implication his whole theory requires a 
hero less than perfect in order to allow scope for 
action at all. 

He does not say what kind of moral imperfections he is 
thinking of: he states the matter negatively only : the hero 
should be an intermediate kind of personage not pre- 
eminently virtuous or just. 

This brings us to the famous and vexed question of 
"hamartia" a^apria it is wise to use the word trans- 
literated into English, as "hamartia". 

The first thing to grasp about this famous word is that 
it is not a general inclusive descriptive phrase for those 
moral shortcomings in which the hero, as already de- 
scribed, is said to fall short of being "pre-eminently vir- 
tuous and just". It should be quite plain from the two 
uses of the word in ch. xiii (p. 50) that Aristotle is quite 
clearly and deliberately distinguishing the hamartia from 
these general moral failings: 

(a) misfortune ... is brought upon him not by vice and de- 
pravity but by some error of judgment (hamartia) 

and again (pp. 50-1) : 

(b) and the cause of it must lie not in any depravity, but in some 
great error (hamartia) on his part; the man himself being either 
such as we have described, or better, not wbrse, than that. 

This second passage shows the emphasis very clearly : 
if anything the hero is to be better than "the intermediate 
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kind of personage", but still he commits this "hamartia". 
So little does the word concern his general moral character, 
that Aristotle attaches it, if anything, to the better 
man rather than to the worse. A further point, which 
Butcher feels bound to give weight to, even though it goes 
rather against the general drift of his argument, is that 
"great" or "big" (/-teyaAT?) "is not a natural adjective to 
apply to a mental quality or a flaw in conduct." l 

A clear warning is needed against the tendency of 
critics to use Aristotle's phrase "hamartia" as a general 
inclusive phrase to cover moral faults and failings. 
"Hamartia" is not a moral state; but a specific error 
which a man makes or commits. 

The phrase "tragic flaw" should be treated with sus- 
picion. I do not know when it was first used, or by 
whom. It is not an Aristotelian metaphor at all, and 
though it might be adopted as an accepted technical trans- 
lation of "hamartia" in the strict and properly limited 
sense, the fact is that it has not been so adopted, and it is far 
more commonly used for a characteristic moral failing in 
an otherwise predominantly good man. Thus, it may be 
said by some writers to be the '^tragic flaw"_of Oedipus 
that he was hasty in temper; of Samson that he was seji- 
gually uxorious; of Macbeth that he was ambitious; of 
Otheilo that he was proud or jealous and so on. These 
things may be true of those characters, and it may be im- 
portant that they are so; but these things do not consti- 
tute the "hamartiai" of those characters in Aristotle's 
sense. 

Bywater and Rostagni agree on this point, and I think 
I can safely say that all serious modern Aristotelian 
scholarship agrees with them, that "hamartia" means an 
error which is derived from "ignorance of some material 
fact or circumstance". 2 

The main evidence upon which this interpretation is 

1 Butcher op. cit., p. 319, n. 3. 

2 Bywater, edn. p. 215. Rostagni writes: <f< cioe errore proveni- 
ente da inconsapevolezza, da ignoranza di qualche fatto o di qualche 
circostanza: colpa involuntoria" . ist edn., 1927, p. 48; 2nd edn., 

P- 7i- 

94 



based is to be found in two passages in the Nicomachean 
Ethics ; Book V, ch. viii, and Book III, ch. i. Talking of 
the kinds of injury in transactions between man and 
man, Aristotle says (V, viii) that "those done in ignorance 
are mistakes when the person acted on, the act, the in- 
strument, or the end that will be attained, is other than 
the agent supposed". 

Aristotle calls "acts done by reason of ignorance of 
fact" now-voluntary (III, i) ; a special class lying between 
acts which are "voluntary" and those which are "in- 
voluntary". Such acts share some characteristics of 
voluntary action because they are derived from a wish 
for an end and proceed by the processes of deliberation ; 
but they share some characteristics of involuntary action 
because the ignorance of some particular fact or circum- 
stance produces a result other than that which was ex- 
pected. Such acts are regretted by the doer, and are pro- 
per objects of our pity and pardon. 

It is important to realise that the ignorance involved is 
not ignorance of the end, or a mistake in the kind of end 
to be aimed at; for that means a voluntary action and a 
bad one. 

It is also most important to realise that Aristotle does 
not assert or deny anything about the connection of 
hamartia with moral failings in the hero. He assumes as a 
matter of course that the hamartia is accompanied by 
moral imperfections; but it is not itself a moral imperfec- 
tion, and in the purest tragic situation the suffering hero 
is not morally to blame. 

Now, it is plain, when this theory is understood as 
involved in the "error" of the tragic hero, that it fits the 
play King Oedipus like a glove. Oedipus sets in motion 
voluntarily, with a good end in view, the whole train of 
action which aims to discover the polluted person and so 
release Thebes from the plague. But he is ignorant of the 
circumstance that he has killed his own father; and the 
discovery of that fact produces a result other than what he 
expected. 

It also fits many more tragedies than its rather dry and 
technical statement by Aristotle might make it appear: 
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but that does not become quite so plain till we take it in 
relation to Peripety and Discovery. 

6. Peripety 

The "hamartia" of the hero so understood is closely 
and inseparably connected with the "peripety" or rever- 
sal and the "discovery", which are the characteristic fea- 
tures of what Aristotle calls a "complex" as distinct from 
a "simple" plot (chs. x and xi, p. 46). 

The action ... I call simple, when the change in the hero's 
fortunes takes place without Peripety or Discovery; and com- 
plex, when it involves one or the other, or both. 

This makes it quite plain that the peripety is not just the 
general change in the hero's fortunes which is essential 
for all tragedy. Even the simple plot involves a radical 
change from good to bad fortune. "Peripeteia" must not 
be translated or paraphrased "Reversal of Fortune"; for 
a reversal of fortune may well happen without it. If it is 
to be paraphrased at all, the phrase which fits best is "re- 
versal of intention". For that is what it is, from the point 
of view of the character involved. From the point of view 
of the spectator or reader it is, in the plot of the play as a 
whole, a reversal of the direction of the action. As Aris- 
totle himself says at the beginning of ch. xi (p. 46) : 

A Peripety is the change from one state of things within the 
play to its opposite of the kind described ... in the probable or 
necessary sequence of events. 

Aristotle nowhere says that a peripety can happen only 
infelMro'n^olEelRero. No doubt he was thinking that in 
some of the best tragic plots this was so, and that the hero 
and others were involved in the sudden swift reversal. 
But it is worth noting that even in King Oedipus one char- 
acter was not involved in the reversal. Teiresias all along 
knew that Oedipus was the guilty man. 

Within any tragic plot a minor peripety may occur 
within the main course of the action, involving primarily 
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some other character than the hero. EOT- instance there 
is such a subordinate peripety in the Oedipus at Colonus, 
when Polynices comes to his father in hope of a blessing 
and gets a curse. The very means that he chooses pro- 
duce this unexpected result. Aristotle himself gives the 
example of the messenger in King Oedipus, at the begin- 
ning of ch. xi. 

In the word peripety is contained the_idea of the boom- 
erang or recoil effect of one's > own ^actions, of being hoist 
with one's own petard, felling, into th,e pit that one has 
dug for someone else.. The action is complex because it 
moves on two levels, as it appears to the doer and as it 
really is, and because the cause of the disaster is woven in 
with the good intentions and right means to achieve 
them. Aristotle makes a technical term of what had often 
before been felt from Homer onwards: cf. Odyssey, I, 
32-4, X, 27; Hesiod, Works and Days, 266: 07 $ KOLKTI 
fiovXr] TO) fiovXevaavri /oiAa'ar??; the Pythagorean verse 
(in Aulus Gellius, JV.^4., VII, 2) : rVtocrec 8' dvdpa)7rov$ 
avdaipera irijfjLar^ e^oyras-, and the collection of stories 
from the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. in Aelian, Var. 
Hist. XIII, 23-4 (Aeyercu Se 6 Aoyos Trpo? rou? d'AAa pev 
QeXr^oavras, aAAcor Se rt^cWas') . 

The whole of Rhetoric II, 5, should be read: the idea, 
though not the word "peripety", underlies much of it. 



7. Discovery 

The "discovery" is in its essence, as Aristotle quite 
clearly says (ch. xi, p. 47), "^change from ignorance to 
knowledge". The recognition of a person, or the dis- 
covery of the identity of a person, like the recognition 
of Orestes by Iphigenia and of Iphigenia by Orestes 
(mentioned by Aristotle at the end of ch. xi, p. 48), is 
merely one special kind of this "change from ignorance 
to knowledge" which is what is meant in general by 
"discovery". It is rather a pity that in ch. xvi (pp. 58- 
60), which is entirely given up to discussing the various 
methods and processes of argument by which "dis- 
coveries" may be brought about, nearly all the 
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examples should be examples of the discovery of the iden- 
tity of persons. For this is merely one vivid and easily in- 
telligible kind. The statement of the general principle in 
the middle of ch. xi (p. 47) that it is a "change from ig- 
norance to knowledge" is of far wider significance, and 
Aristotle shows this, though in a rather loose way, when 
he says that it 

may happen in a way in reference to inanimate things, even 
things of a very casual kind ; and it is also possible to discover 
whether someone has done or not done something. 

Thus it is intended to include the discovery of whole 
areas of circumstance, whole states of affairs, about which 
there was previous ignorance or mistake. Such dis- 
coveries may come about, technically, through the recog- 
nition of some object or person or some trivial or minor 
thing; but the total implications of the discovery are not 
trivial or minor at all; they may include, as Aristotle in 
his quiet way says in passing, such terrific changes as the 
change from love to hate or from hate to love. 

You will see at once how closely this is linked to the 
"hamartia" when that is properly understood. The dis- 
covery of the truth of the matter is the ghastly wakening 
from that state of ignorance which is the very essence of 
"hamartia". 

Hamartia, peripety and discovery all hang together in 
this ideal schernatisation of tragic plot. 

The common old phrase "getting hold of the wrong 
end of the stick" may help as an illustration. The 
hamartia, or error of ignorance, is not to know that you 
have got hold of the wrong end, or not to know which is 
the right end or the wrong, or not to know that it is the 
sort of stick that has a right end and a wrong, and to hit 
yourself very hard with it as a result. 

The "peripety" is a real reversal, a turning of the stick 
round the opposite way, brought about by force of cir- 
cumstances or by the action of other characters. 

The "discovery" is the realisation of which really is the 
right end, and of the fact that you had got hold of the 



wrong one, and also, perhaps, of a whole train of conse- 
quences. 

Of course such little illustrative analogies must not be 
pressed into details. 

F. L. Lucas in one of the very best parts of his book, 
Tragedy, discusses the question (pp. 91105) and I refer 
you to him in excuse of my rather summary discussion. 
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LECTURE VII 

CATHARSIS AND THE EMOTIONS 

IN the second lecture I said that Aristotle agreed with 
Plato in certain main points about the effect of poetry and 
its connection with the emotions : these points were : 

(1) that poetry is an "imitative" art. 

(2) that poetry rouses the emotions. 

(3) that poetry gives pleasure, both as an imitation 
and as arousing the emotions through imitative 
means. 

(4) that the rousing of the emotions by poetry 
has an effect upon the whole personality of the spec- 
tator or reader and on his emotional behaviour in 
real life. 

I also said that Aristotle rejected, in all spheres of his 
practical philosophy, Plato's whole theory that the emo- 
tions are in themselves bad; and in particular he rejected 
the view that, by rousing the emotions, poetry produces a 
dangerous excess of these emotions in real life. Aristotle's 
theory of catharsis is his answer to Plato on these points, 
and one of the main elements in his defence of poetry as 
having a proper and necessary place in human life, and 
therefore in the state. The theory of catharsis cannot be 
taken out of this wider ethical context; and any attempt 
to isolate it and to speak of it as if it is in the modern sense 
of the term an independent "aesthetic" theory is a dis- 
tortion of Aristotle's whole treatment of the matter. 

i . Pity and Fear 

These two emotions are described by Aristotle as pecu- 
liarly and specially the tragic emotions and he nearly al- 
ways uses them in conjunction with each other, as a pair. 
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[This conjunction of the two is probably traditional and 
is,found in Gorgias, Helenae Encomium, 8.] 

The main passage in which he writes about the nature 
of these emotions in the Poetics is in ch. xiii (p. 50) 
where he says: 

pity is occasioned by undeserved misfortune, and fear by that 
of one like ourselves [i.e., by the misfortune of one like our- 
selves]. 

This very short treatment of these emotions can be ex- 
panded and explained by what Aristotle says in Book II 
of the Rhetoric. 

There, in ch. v, fear is defined as 

a kind of pain or disturbance due to a mental picture of some 
destructive or painful evil in the future (W. Rhys Roberts's 
translation) . 

and he adds that this impending evil must be near at 
hand, not distant. A little later in the same chapter he 
says further that 

speaking generally, anything causes us to feel fear that when it 
happens to or threatens others causes us to feel pity. 

Thus pity and fear are very closely linked; and this be- 
comes still clearer from the definition of pity in Rhetoric, 
II, 8, as 

a sort of pain at an evident evil of a destructive or painful 
kind in the case of somebody who does not deserve it, the evil 
being one which we might expect to happen to ourselves or to 
some of our friends, and this at a time when it is said to be near 
at hand. 

And this again is related to fear a little further on, where 
he says that pity turns into fear when the object is so 
nearly related to us that the suffering seems to be our 
own, and we pity others in circumstances in which we 
should fear for ourselves. 

Thusjn Aristotle's, treatment pity is npt_.an.-al&ui&ti 
and disinterested emotion. There can be no pity in his 
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view, where there is not also fear. Both pity, and fear are 
derived from the self-regaxding-in&tinct, and pity springs 
from the feeling that a similar 



, 

ourselves. The objects oFpity. therefore .should be like 
ourselves. And this has its obvious bearing on the third 
requirement for Character in Tragedy in ch. xv that it 
should be "like" (p. 56). This is the basis of the very 
possibility of sympathy of the "feeling with" some- 
body else. When the good prosper we rejoice with them. 
When the good suffer or expect to suffer, we share their 
pains and fears ; and that i& pity. 

If we do not have a tendency to fear for ourselves we 
cannot share the fear of others. Rjej-sh and presumptuous 
people therefore tend to be incapable of pity. And at the^ 
other extreme, if we ourselves are already in terrible 
suffering and have nothing worse to suffer or ftar^ we.ako 
for this reason tend to be incapable of pity, because we 
are absorbed in our own fear and cannot share any more 
with others, 

"Ideally, according to justice, the two scales of goodness 
and badness and of pleasure and pain should be in har- 
mony, so that the good have pleasure and the bad pain. 
Tragedy illustrates a dislocation pthis.harniony;Jbr it is 
of the essence of the situation which calls forth pity^ that 
the misfortune and suffering are undeserved* Tragic pity 
is felt only for the good ; it is therefore not a patronising 
or sentimental feelmgfTiy which we look down on the 
sufferer: we continue to look up at him. Aristotle's pity 
and fear are sympathy For the good ]part of mankind irj 
the bad part of their experiences: this (<iAaj/#po>m'aj 
is the emotional side of justice. 

You will thus see that no theory of catharsis makes 
sense which speaks of purging away a "painful element" 
in pity and fear.. Aristotle does not say that pity and fear 
have a "painful element"; he says of both of them in the 
definitions in the Rhetoric that they are species of "pain" 
or "disturbance"; therefore to get rid of the "pain" 
would be to get rid of the emotion altogether. That 
would throw over the whole of Aristotle's ethical theory; 
there are things which the good and wise man ought to 
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fear. To deprive him of any part of his emotional equip- 
ment would be to make him a useless ethical cipher with- 
out even the potentiality of goodness. 

Still less is it possible to accept a theory of catharsis 
which says that by Tragedy pity and fear are to be purged 
of their ' 'self-regarding" element; jas if catharsis were 
some kind of process by which pity and Tear were con- 
verted From being self-regarding emotions into being 
altruistic emotions^ That would, on Aristotle's theory, 
sweep away the very possibility of having any sympathy 
at all. For pity is based on a fear which is, though not for 
ourselves, yet as if for ourselves. 

The tragic character (personage in the play) has to be 
far enough removed from ourselves to allow for the possi- 
bility of pity; but near enough to ourselves to allow for 
the possibility of fear. 

Neither the personage in the play nor the spectator 
should be too far removed from a supposed emotional 
"norm" ; otherwise there is no common emotional ground, 
and the interaction of feeling (which is sympathy) becomes 
impossible. 

Next, Aristotle everywhere says that gity and fear are 
the characteristic and necessary tragic emotions. Ariel 
that raises the question whether he means to exclude all 
others from the emotional experience which Tragedy in- 
volves. From what I have already said it should be evi- 
dent that by implication he does not exclude them. 1 

The very sympathy, upon which pity and fear them- 
selves depend, implies admiration ; it implies also the fol- 
lowing of the persons in the playin their desires and in all 
the emotional elements of the situation. Just as the char- 
acter itself does not appear except in the detail of the 
action (which, as I have already shown, involves emo- 
tions), so sympathy with the person involves feeling those 
emotions with him, whatever they are. Admiration tends 
towards love; and its opposite, righteous indignation 

1 [The phrase in ch. vi (p. 35) "in the catharsis of such emotions", 
T^V TO>V TOIOVTCOV TTct&j/iaTcov KaOapoLv (4,9 b 27)* seems, as Bywater 
says, to include the "whole group of disturbing emotions" (especially 
"enthusiasm") and not be limited to the two nor extended to all.] 
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(which is the emotion of anger directed by a sense of 
justice), tends towards hate. 

Such emotions are not excluded, provided only that 
they are not incompatible with pity and fear. 

2. Catharsis 

In this technical sense Aristotle uses the word K<iOapcH$ 
only once in the whole of the Poetics as we have it; that is, 
in the formal definition of Tragedy in ch. vi (p. 35) : 
By water translates: 

with incidents arousing pity audJear, wherewith to accomplish 
ifsfcatharsis of such emotions. 

It is certainly best to keep the word "catharsis" as a 
technical term, simply transliterating it from Greek into 
English, as By water has done : any attempt to translate it 
by one single English word prejudices the whole inter- 
pretation. 

But I must in this passage warn you once more against 
By water's extraordinary predilection for the word "inci- 
dents" ; there is no equivalent of this in the Greek, and 
the use of the word again here has the unfortunate effect 
of making the matter seem "incidental", almost unim- 
portant. By water himself translates much better in ch. 
xiii (p. 49), where he writes of "actions arousing pity 
and fear". 

In fact the Greek word K&Qapais does occur once more 
in the text of the Poetics^ though not in this technical, 
special sense of Aristotle's. In ch. xvii (p. 62), in the 
summary of the plot of Euripides's Iphigenia in Tauris, it is 
the word used for the "purifying" of Orestes. 

This is one of the word's frequent normal meanings in 
Greek; it means ceremonial purification from a religious 
impurity. 

There has been great controversy whether the term in 
this context of ch. vi is to be treated as a "metaphor" 
from religion or from medicine. It is extremely useful to 
keep these two other contexts of the term in mind, because 
they are convenient points of reference for the under- 
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standing of it, and one cannot go far in reading discus- 
sions of catharsis without finding this distinction between 
medicine and religion offered as a dilemma, as if it re- 
quired the choice of one or other of the two alternatives. 
The theory that Aristotle's use of the term was a meta- 
phor from medicine was cogently revived in modern 
criticism by Weil in 1847 and by Bernays in 1857. Both 
the most influential English interpreters of the Poetics in 
modern times Butcher and Bywater have accepted 
this view in one of its several forms ; but it is not in itself 
modern ; it was known to the Italian Renaissance critics, 
and Milton showed in his Preface to Samson Agonistes that 
he was familiar with it, although he did not by any means 
accept it as a wholly adequate explanation of Aristotle's 
meaning. In simpler and more popular works than 
Butcher's or Bywater's editions, there occur phrases that 
imply a tacit acceptance of the medical origin of the term 
almost always in one sense, without any hint that the 
question is open to debate: thus, when Hamilton Fyfe 
uses phrases like "as strong a purge" (op. cit, 9 p, xvii), "a 
powerful aperient" (p. xix) and "a good clearance", he is 
uncritically perpetuating one form of the medical asso- 
ciations of the term. Mr. F. L. Lucas, in his Tragedy, as- 
serts (p. 24) dogmatically and emphatically that catharsis, 
as Aristotle uses it, "is a definitely medical metaphor a 
metaphor of an aperient", and he expresses his distaste 
for the theory which this involves, in the summary and 
too memorable epigram: "the theatre is not a hospital" 

(P- 29)- 
These widely current forms of the medical interpreta- 

^tion of "catharsis" are based on the mistaken notion that 
the only medical uses of the word are equivalent to the 
English word "purging" in the sense of evacuating some- 
thing undesirable by the use of an aperient. I have al- 
ready asked (and I hope answered) this question. What 
is it that can be evacuated? It cannot be the emotions of 
pity and fear themselves, because it is good that people 
should have them; it cannot be a '^morbid element" in 
them because nothing is said about their having a morbid 
element. 
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But the word is used in a medical sense not only of a 
quantitative evacuation of this kind; it is also used of a 
qualitative change in the body, in the restoration of the 
proper equilibrium (e.g., between heat and cold) in the 
body ; and a state of health depends on the maintenance of 
this proper equilibrium. In the Problems, a work of Aris- 
totle's school rather than of Aristotle himself, but not much 
later than Aristotle and reasonably good evidence of his 
teaching, we find (Problem XXX) this question of the heat 
and cold in the "black bile" of the body expressly linked 
with the emotions. And coldness in the black bile is said 
to be the physical accompaniment of the emotions of 
"despair and fear". This state is corrected by the restora- 
tion of the equilibrium, the balance, the mean of tem- 
perature. And this is a medical form of catharsis. 1 

The most difficult passage in which Aristotle mentions 
catharsis is in the Politics, VIII, 7. He is there discussing 
music, and says that one of the functions of music is to 
effect a "catharsis"; and he says: 

we use this term without explanation for the present ; when we 
come to speak of poetry, we shall give a clearer account of it. 

The trouble is that, when he does come to speak of poetry, 
he does not make this promise good. 

We are thus forced, paradoxically, to try to use the 
passage in the Politics, which Aristotle himself admitted 
to be inadequate, as a means of interpreting the even 
more inadequate passage in the Poetics. 

The Politics passage is the one which gives the strongest 
justification to the view that the catharsis is a "relief to 
overcharged feeling". 

We accept the classification of melodies given by some philo- 
sophers into melodies of character, melodies of action, and or- 
giastic melodies. They say further that each of these has a scale 
which naturally corresponds to it. We say, however, that music 
is to be studied for the sake of many benefits and not of one 
only. It is to be studied with a view to education, with a view 

1 See esp. D. S. Margoliouth, The Poetics of Aristotle (1911), 
pp. 57 ff - 
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to catharsis we use this term without explanation for the pre- 
sent; when we come to speak of poetry, we shall give a clearer 
account of it and thirdly with a view to the right use of leisure 
and for relaxation and rest after exertion. It is clear, then, that 
we must use all the scales, but not all in the same way. For 
educational purposes we must use those that best express char- 
acter, but we may use melodies of action and enthusiastic 
melodies for concerts where other people perform. For every 
feeling that affects some souls violently affects all souls more or 
less ; the difference is only one of degree. Take pity and fear, for 
example, or again enthusiasm. Some people are liable to be- 
come possessed by the latter emotion, but we see that, when 
they have made use of the melodies which fill the soul with or- 
giastic feeling, they are brought back by these sacred melodies 
to a normal condition as if they had been medically treated and 
undergone a catharsis. Those who are subject to the emotions 
of pity and fear and the feelings generally will necessarily be 
affected in the same way; and so will other men in exact pro- 
portion to their susceptibility to such emotions. All experience 
a certain catharsis and pleasant relief. In the same manner 
cathartic melodies give innocent joy to men. 

(J. Burnet's translation, pp. 124-6, with "catharsis" and 
''cathartic** substituted for "purge", "purgation" and "purga- 
tive".) 

Though Aristotle does there say that such feelings as 
pity and fear, "or again enthusiasm", exist very strongly 
in some souls, and have more or less influence over all, 
it is particularly the " enthusiasm" or "religious frenzy" 
that he gives his attention to, and to its cure by music (of 
which he has little to say in the Poetics}. 

Religiously excited persons are liable to fall into a 
frenzy. This "enthusiasm" is not to be dealt with by sup- 
pression, which merely makes it stronger; nor by letting it 
have uncontrolled sway, where it becomes disordered and 
wild. But it is to undergo a catharsis by means of reli- 
gious ritual and music. And the "soul" of a person so 
affected is thus to be brought back to a balanced state. 

As he describes it, this is a sort of homeopathic treat- 
ment; as Butcher says: "it consisted in applying move- 
ment to cure movement, in soothing the internal trouble 
of the mind by a wild and restless music". 

Aristotle then says that "those who are influenced by 
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pity and fear have a like experience . . . they all undergo 
a catharsis of some kind and a lightening, with pleasure". 

The point is that he says the experience is of the same 
kind and they have some kind of catharsis, riva Kci9apaw: 
he does not say they are always formally identical. The 
instance of the religious enthusiasm is one example of a 
group of experiences of much wider range. 

To ask if "catharsis" is a metaphor from medicine or re- 
ligion is to put the question in the wrong form. For it is 
not a metaphor derived from either. The point is that illus- 
trations of the same general principle are found in rela- 
tion to physical states in medicine, to some emotional 
states in religion and to some emotional states in poetry. 
In Tragedy in particular to the emotional states of pity 
and fear. 

In English we may also use the word "healthy" about 
moral and emotional states and in a sense it can be thought 
of as a metaphor from medicine. But that does not ex- 
clude the general principle of "well-being" which can 
be physical, moral, mental, emotional and so on. 

This broader principle, to which the medical, the re- 
ligious and the poetic catharsis has to be referred, is to be 
looked for in the wider context of Aristotle's thought as a 
whole, and the guide to it is the principle of "the Mean", 
"the intermediate". 

I shall approach this from the ethical side, because it is 
that which concerns the Poetics most. 

We go back once more to the opening books of the 
Mcomachean Ethics; and what follows is a summary of 
Aristotle's doctrine there: 

Virtue of character is about pleasures and pains ; pleasures 
and pains are the results of successful or thwarted activities, and 
activities are movements towards a desired end. Hence nothing 
ismpre important in the cduc^tion^fdj^rar.ter tTJarilrainiug to 
r2Sce~anl.?eel pain righ^ and 

to the right extent. Jj ; js.no t right to be afraid of nothing or to 
be angry at nothing; there are things the wise man should fear 
and be angry at* 

The passage which expresses Aristotle's general con- 
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ception most clearly is in Nicomachean Ethics, II, vi (Ross's 
translation) : 

If it is thus, then, that every art does its work well by look- 
ing to the intermediate and judging its works by this standard 
(so that we often say of good works of art that it is not possible 
either to take away or to add anything, implying that excess 
and defect destroy the goodness of works of art, while the mean 
preserves it; and good artists, as we say, look to this in their 
work), and if, further, virtue is more exact and better than any 
art, as nature also is, then virtue must have the quality of aim- 
ing at the intermediate. Jjnean moral virtue; for it is this that 
isjponcerned with passions and actions, and in these there is ex- 
cess, defect and the intefmedfaTe. For Instance, both fear arid 
confidence andJappetTte andanger and pity and ia general plea- 
sure and pain may be felt both too much and too little, and in 
both cases not well; But to feel tltiem at the right times, witfi 
reference to the right objects^ towards the right people, JAdtlx,fee, 
right motive, and in the right way, is what is both intermediate 
and best, and this is characteristic of virtue. 

The Aristotelian idea of the "mean" is derived ulti- 
mately from the Rythagoreans^who discovered that the 
musical scale is based on simple mathematical propor- 
tions; and the idea of right proportion is not, injthe musi- 
cal scale, merely a matter of quantity. It is a quantitative 
method of expressing a qualitative difference between one 
note and another. 

So too in ethics the idea of "the mean", "harmony!!, 
^balance," is not purely .quantitative; it is rather a theory 
of the relation between quant^ajridj^ajtity. Virtue .and 
goodness are themselves not measurabje^but they lie in a 
balance of things that are, if not measurable by an exact 
scale* yet ^w^a^j^o^^antitative staterrients^it makes 
sense to say a man is more or less pleased, more or less 
angry, more or less fearful. The goodness does not lie 
alone in the adjustment of quantities of pleasure, anger 
or fear, but in the balance and Tightness resulting from 
such adjustments. 

A tragedy rouses the emotions from potentiality to ac- 
tivity by worthy and adequate stimuli; it controls them 
by directing them to the right objects in the right way; 
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and exercises them, within the limits of the play, as the 
emotions of the good man would be exercised. When 
they subside to potentiality again after the play is over, it 
is a more "trained" potentiality than before. This is what 
Aristotle calls KaGapais. Our responses are brought 
nearer to those of the good and wise man. And this is the 
view which Milton puts forward in his Preface to Samson 
Agonistes; for though he translates the cathartic process 
by the verb "purge", he explains his translation as 
follows : 

that is, to temper and reduce them to just measure with a kind 
of delight, stirr'd up by reading or seeing those passions well 
imitated, 

Milton's phrase "just measure" is the "mean", the stan- 
dard of the good and wise man, of which I have been 
speaking. 

The result of the catharsis is an emotional balance and 
equilibrium: and it may well be called a state of emo- 
tional health. 

The worst mistake we can fall into, in considering this 
theory of catharsis, is to think of the emotions of pity and 
fear in some abstract way irrespective of the objects to 
which they are directed, or by which they are aroused. 
Aristotle's whole doctrine only makes sense if we realise 
that the proper development and balance of the emotions 
depend upon the habitual direction of them towards worthy 
objects. It is worth looking back again to the last sentence 
of the passage quoted above (p. 109) from Ethics, II, vi, 
in which fear and pity are mentioned. 

It seems to me of great value, not only for understand- 
ing what Aristotle means in the Poetics, but also for under- 
standing the effect of art of all kinds in educating and 
developing the personality. For I believe, with Plato and 
Aristotle, that art (fJLovcriKfy has these effects. The effect 
of inferior art is to excite emotion in a cheap, shallow, 
unworthy way, and to induce emotional responses too 
easily, by the presentation of unworthy objects. All the 
shallow and facile emotions which we sum up together 
under the word "sentimentality"; all the crude forms of 
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emotion which are roused only by broad and coarse 
situations, are among the things which Aristotle is trying 
to guard against. He wants people not to be emotionally 
sloppy or sententious ; not to be violent or imperceptive. 

The theory of catharsis was more than just a piece of 
special pleading in answer to Plato. 

Aristotle's educative and "curative" theory has a very 
important element of permanent truth in it; but it is not. 
even from his point of view, the whole of the story. 

F. L. Lucas is quite right in mocking at the idea that we 
go to the theatre in order to have our emotions purged. 
We go because going gives us pleasure. Aristotle too ' 
realised this ; he constantly speaks of the "tragic pleasure" 
and the pleasure proper to Tragedy. 
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LECTURE VIII 

PLEASURE AND IMITATION 

IN this last lecture I want mainly to discuss two large 
questions which remain outstanding. The first is the 
relation of the theory of the emotional catharsis, 
which Tragedy is said to bring about, to the other theory, 
which runs all through the Poetics, that Tragedy gives 
pleasure. 

The other question is one which I have all along deli- 
berately postponed to the very end, the general theory of 
imitation, and I shall not say a great deal about it. 

The first question, as will be seen, leads into the other. 

First, then, about catharsis and pleasure. I begin by 
going back to the famous sentence in Milton's Preface 
to Samson Agonistes which I quoted in lecture vii, to re- 
mind you of the exact way in which it is worded : 

Tragedy . . . said by Aristotle to be of power by raising pity 
land fear, or terror, to purge the mind of those and such like pas- 
sions, that is, to temper and reduce them to just measure with a 
kind of delight, stirr'd up by reading or seeing those passions 
well imitated. 

I want now to start from the phrase "with a kind 
of delight". Notice Milton's caution "a kind of delight". 
"Delight" is his word for what I shall in this lecture call 
pleasure. 

I^otice that Milton links the pleasure more to the ex- 
cellence of the Imitation than to the fact of the catharsis^ 
We now have to consider whether he is justified in 
this. 

This is a crucial point for the understanding gf Am* 
totle, and also for the whole theory of Tragedy. 

Nothing is easier than to make fun of Aristotle's theory 
of catharsis by asking whether people do in fact stand 
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for hours in queues outside theatres in order to get 
three hours' psycho therapeutic treatment, and go to see 
Macbeth in order to have their excessive timidity nicely 
adjusted. 

First I simply want to ask two questions : 

1 . Where in the Poetics does Aristotle ever say or 
even remotely suggest that the expectation of a 
catharsis of pity and fear is the reason why people go 
to see tragedies? 

2. Is it not a fact that, in this fragmentary and 
peculiar text we are discussing so minutely, he 
mentions this special catharsis just once, while he 
speaks ten or a dozen times in different phrases and 
places of the "pleasure" of poetry or the "special 
pleasure" of Tragedy? 

There is all the difference in the world between the 
reason why we undertake a certain activity, and the inci- 
dental benefits which result from it. 

' It is tempting to try to make Aristotle's theory neat 
and rounded-off by saying that the catharsis of emotions 
is the immediate or even the sole cause of the special 
tragic pleasure ; and to cap it inevitably with the quota- 
tion from the ending of Samson Agonistes, and say that 
the pleasure of 'Icalm of mind, all passion spent" such a 
smug and self-approving deligEt^Iir tKe pleasure which 
draws us to Tragedy. But Milton*,' I fhirik, knew better. 
It is contrary, as was once said of something else, to Aris- 
totle and to common sense. Experience does not bear it 
out; nor does the text of the Poetics, nor does Aristotle's 
theory of pleasure in general. 

I want to say a little first about Aristotle's general 
theory of pleasure, especially as it is developed in Books 
VII and X of the Micomachean Ethics. He there says that 
pleasure is consequent upon activity, and completes the 
activity which causes it; it rounds the whole thing off like 
the bloom of health and freshness on the cheeks of a 
youth. Pleasures differ from each other as activities 
differ, and e.g., the pleasures of music can be felt only by 
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the musical. The goodness of pleasures is judged by the 
goodness of activities ; and the standard of the goodness 
of activities is the wise and good man. 

Aristotle distinguishes "pure" pleasures from acci- 
dental pleasures, and therefore also activities which are 
purely pleasant in themselves from those which produce 
some kind of pleasure accidentally or incidentally. Pure 
pleasures are those which occur immediately in the exer- 
cise of functions and in doing things without any con- 
sciousness of a preceding want. Types of these are the 
pleasures of perception, the pleasures of reasoning and 
reflection, the pleasures of the exercise of healthy emo- 
tion, affection and so on. 

Incidental pleasures arise from the getting rid of a 
pain, or the correcting of something that has gone wrong; 
and from things of that kind. 

If there is a pleasure attendant on the catharsis of emo- 
tion it is an incidental pleasure, not a pure one. But by 
its means a man's capacity for pure pleasure would be 
enhanced. 

Suppose an ideal Aristotelian man went to see a 
tragedy the perfect (frpovifjios no catharsis would hap- 
pen to him ; he would not need it. And if he were also 
seeing a tragedy composed by a poet whose moral values 
were right (i.e., agreed with those of this ideal spectator), 
he would be perfectly attuned to the emotional situation 
presented to him, and enter immediately into perfect 
sympathy with the action. He would not have to "ad- 
just". And he would not therefore get any incidental 
pleasure from such adjustment. But equally he would 
not be deprived of any pleasure; rather, he would 
have pure pleasures in their highest form, the pleasures of 
exercising perception, of exercising thought, of exercising 
emotion, all upon utterly adequate and worthy objects. 
Such pleasures are obtainable from all serious poetry; 
from Tragedy and Epic alike; it remains to see from the 
Poetics how this is so, and in what the specific pleasure of 
Tragedy consists. 

We must first look at the leading passages in which the 
pleasures of Tragedy are referred to. 
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At the end of ch. xiii (pp. 51-2), when Aristotle 
is discussing the kind of plot with a double story in it, in 
which the bad personages come to a bad end and the 
good triumph, he says the spectators like it. But he says 
"the pleasure here is not that of Tragedy", but is rather 
the proper pleasure of Comedy. In ch. xiv (p. 52) the 
word " pleasure" comes twice: 

Not every kind of pleasure should be required of a tragedy, but 
only its own proper pleasure. The tragic pleasure is that of 
pity mid fear, and the poet has to produce it by a work of 
imitation. 

This is the clearest and most important passage to re- 
member. With it should be taken the passage I have 
quoted for another reason in an earlier lecture, from 
ch. xxiii (p. 79 middle), where Epic also is said to 
have "its own proper pleasure", distinct from the plea- 
sure both of Tragedy and of Comedy. Again in ch. 
xxvi (p. 95), towards the very end of the book, it is said 
that "the two forms of poetry [sc. Tragedy and Epic] 
should give us, not any or every pleasure, but the very 
special kind we have mentioned". 

Aristotle nowhere makes clear what he considers to be 
the special kind of pleasure proper to Epic. 

The vital sentence on p. 52 needs more careful 
examination: 



CTret 8^ TJJV avro eAe'ou /ecu <f>6ftov 8td fufujaecos- Set ffiovriv 7rapaa/ceuacti' 
rov TTO^V. (53 b IO-l3) 

"The tragic pleasure is that of pity and fear, and 
the poet has to produce it by a work of imitation." Such 
is Bywater's version. Butcher, however, translates: "The 
pleasure which the poet should afford is that which 
comes from pity and fear through imitatiom" * 

The structure of the Greek sentence here makes OLTTO 

1 Translated by D. S. Margoliouth: "The dramatist ought to pro- 
duce the gratification which comes from the portrayal of imaginary 
woes and terrors." (Op. cit. 9 p. 181.) 

Rostagni has no note on this passage, but discusses the whole 
question at length in his "Introduzione", pp. Iviii ff., on which I 
much rely in what follows. 



Kal <f>6{}ov and Sea /xt/Lt^crccos 1 co-ordinate phrases, 
both qualifying the specific pleasure which the tragic poet 
produces: tjje from-pity-and-fear-through-imitation plea- 
sure^ Aristotle therefore in this sentence does not com- 
mit himself to saying that the pleasure is derived from the 
rousing of certain emotions or from the imitation. He 
says it is derived from both at once: and, indeed, the 
choice of prepositions rather suggests that it may be only 
by means of imitation that pity and fear can become a 
source of pleasure. 

The whole question is: what is the relation of the 
tragic pleasure to the pity and fear, which are clearly 
and unmistakably described by Aristotle as forms of 
pain? 

Aristotle in his way of handling this question is both 
allusive and elusive. I am far from giving any final an- 
swer to this question: but I will attempt to discuss in 
Aristotle's own terms, the terms with which we know he 
was familiar from Plato, the area in which the problem 
lies, and the main features of it. If I can succeed in mak- 
ing these main features clear, I shall be more than satis- 
fied. 

I have already referred to the matter twice in a general 
way, when I have stated in tabular form the main 
points on which Aristotle agreed with Plato in his 
treatment of poetry: each time I have used the same 
formula : 

(3) that poetry gives pleasure, both as an imitation 
and as arousing the emotions through imitative 
means. 

That is true of all kinds of poetry alike, 1 But what about 
Tragedy? 

In the same lecture as that in which I first put for- 
ward this formula, I also summarised a passage from 
the Republic Book X (605 C-D, 6o6B), which I said we 
had to remember carefully when we came to Aristotle's 

1 [As was said above, p. 28, not all poetry was, for Plato at least, 
imitative.] 
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discussion of pity and fear. I will now quote the relevant 
parts of that passage: 

When we hear Homer or one of the tragic poets representing 
the sufferings of a great man and making him bewail them at 
length with every expression of tragic grief, you know how even 
the best of us enjoy it and let ourselves be carried away by our 
feelings; and are full of praises for the merits of the poet who can 
most powerfully affect us in this way. 

(Trs. H. D. P. Lee, Penguin Classics, 1955, p. 383.) 

And there is another passage a little further on, also 
speaking of a poem : he says that when we see in a poem : 

another man with some claim to goodness, even though his 
grief is excessive; it (our better nature) reckons the pleasure 
it gets as sheer gain, and would certainly not consent to be 
deprived of it by condemning the whole poem. 

(Trs. H. D. P. Lee, p. 384.) 

Thus, though Plato despised and disapproved of these 
pleasures, he recognised that the delights in imitations are 
derived not only from pleasant spectacles but also from 
piteous ones. And in the Philebus (48a), when he is talking 
about mixed pleasures, Plato says : 

And you remember also how at the representation of 
tragedies, the spectators rejoice in their grieving. 

This last, vital, phrase is translated by Jowett "smile 
through their tears" : let that be a warning to all senti- 
mentalists of the verbal pitfalls in writing of Tragedy. 

This great paradoxical contradiction of experience, 
which lies at the core of the appreciation of Tragedy, is 
already expressed by Homer, in the Iliad y 24, 513, 
"but when Achilles had had his pleasure of grief" 
(avrap e-Trei pa ydoto TerapTrero), and is endorsed and 
accepted as indisputable in two of Plato's dialogues; 
and Aristotle knew its history. His knowledge of it under- 
lies the treatment of the "proper pleasure" of Tragedy in 
the Poetics. 

But his whole treatment of the pleasure derived from 
poetry in general is in fact fragmentary and rather 
confused. In ch. iv (pp. 28-9) the pleasure is derived 
partly from the "natural sense of harmony and rhythm", 
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partly from the human instinct for imitation. This 
pleasure in imitation is treated, however, as the pleasure 
accompanying the intellectual process of reasoning, of 
forming a sort of syllogism on the likeness between the 
imitation and the object imitated (and this is done 
by an analogy between painting and drawing). But 
when we come on to the more developed treatment of 
imitation as a serious term in the theory of poetry it 
appears that in the things imitated are not merely ob- 
jects or sensa of the external world but 17 #77 Kai iraQr} KCU 
Trpdi;ti$ ("men's characters, as well as what they do 
and suffer"). 

And in ch. vi (p. 37 top) it is specifically said that 
Tragedy is an imitation not of persons but of "action 
and life, of happiness and misery". And again in ch. xi 
Tragedy is said to imitate "actionswhich arouse pity and 
fear" (p. 47, where Bywater's translation of the word 
"represent" should be corrected to "imitate" for the 
Greek is /uU]<7t$ > to bring it into line with chs. iv 
and vi, as part of the technical terminology of the treat- 
ise) . When we reach this point it is evident that the plea- 
sure derived from imitation has ceased to be the pleasure 
of an intellectual, reasoning process about "likeness", and 
has become a pleasure like that which Plato describes in 
Book X of the Republic, a pleasure of sympathy, of fellow- 
feeling, of sympathetic emotion into which we are led by 
the art of the poet. 

The presence in the Poetics of this idea of the poet 
"taking the mind" of the reader or spectator "captive" 
(t/^Xaycuyta 1 ) is rather disguised in Bywater's version by 
his choice of words. For Aristotle, even the "spectacle" 
(ogres'), which he decries as not essential to the tragic art, 
plays its part in this process of "captivating" : at the end 
of ch. vi (p. 39) the phrase which Bywater translates 
"The Spectacle, though an attraction ..." is rather "The 
spectacle too has power of illusion" (f) Se oifjis 0t>^ay- 
ev . . .). But far more important to the whole 



1 [The word tlwxo.y<^yia is a strong one and means "enthralling", 
"entrancing*', "absorbing", transporting the mind whither the poet 
will, to Mycenae or Elsinore.] 
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general theory is the fact that one of these words about 
ifjvxaywyta comes in the important discussion of peripety 
and discovery earlier in ch. vi. Where Bywater, on p. 38, 
writes that Peripeties and Discoveries are "the most power- 
ful elements of attraction in Tragedy" a phrase to which we 
have already given full weight in one sense here at this 
critical point the Greek means something like : 

Beripeties and Discoveries are the things, by which Tragedy 
most absorbs and grips the mind (TO, jiie'y terra of? i/ivxaycoyel 17 rpaya>Sta) . 

And, as I have already said, the peripety, rightly 
understood, is the ultimate tragic situation, the irony of 
action. I am not saying here that these versions by By- 
water (or other similar versions, for Butcher too uses mild, 
colourless words in these places) are wrong, for in some 
contexts these "soul-leading" words did in Greek become 
more or less workaday words for "attract", "attractive", 
etc. ; but I am saying that the vocabulary needs balanc- 
ing up on the other side to show the affinity between 
these terms of Aristotle in the Poetics and the far more 
extreme language of Plato about the excitement of the 
emotions by poetry, and the pleasures it gives (cf. Republic 
6o5d, 3-4, 7r6jj,0a avfJiTrdaxovres we follow the poet 
in emotional identification, and " let ourselves be carried 
away by our feelings") ; and in doing this I am following 
Rostagni who paraphrases the word which Bywater 
translates "attractive" as "having a great seductive power 
over the soul" (p. lix). 

It is only, I think, by reference to Plato, and especially 
to those passages in the tenth book of the Republic, that we 
can recover the context of Aristotle's thought, and see, 
from his fragmentary and allusive treatment of tragic 
pleasure, how it fits into his theory of pleasure and his 
theory of poetry. 

He accepts the Homeric and Platonic contradiction 
that in Tragedy we "rejoice in our grieving". The plea- 
sure is derived from the poet's skill as maker and imita- 
tor, from his power to make us follow him; it is "a kind 
of delight, stirr'd up by reading or seeing those passions 
well imitated". 
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The peculiar element, therefore, in the pleasure of 
Tragedy, as distinct from the pleasures given by other 
forms of art, is that the pleasure is derived from the imita- 
tion of emotions and situations which taken in themselves, 
or taken as they operate in real life, are forms of pain or 
causes of pain. The tragic poet does not, as Butcher 
argues, deprive them of a painful element by the cathar- 
sis; nor, as others have suggested, does he exhaust them 
by exercise to the point of disappearance. (Nobody's ex- 
perience of Tragedy corresponds to this.) Rather, by the 
skill of his art, by his power to bring the mind into sym- 
pathy, he provokes the pure pleasures of exercising 
thought and emotion and the senses of sight and hearing 
upon themes which would be, but for the way he treats 
them, only painful. Some themes, as Aristotle says in 
several places, remain nothing but painful because the 
poet treats them wrongly. And this I think we recognise 
to be true of many interesting and "moving" plays which 
fall short of being great tragedies. 

This puts all the burden of success or failure upon the 
poet's skill in the use of his medium. The "medium" of 
Greek tragedy included music, dancing and spectacle, 
and of course the rhythm even of the non-choral verse. 
Of the pleasures caused by these, Aristotle has something 
to say, at least in passing. By implication, by his insistence 
on the plot and the organic unity of the whole living work, 
he includes the pleasure derived from the appreciation of 
this unity. But of the main element in the medium of 
Tragedy, what he calls the "Diction", he has little to say 
that is of any major interest or importance. He admits 
the language as one of the causes of pleasure. 

The chapters on language, mid-xix to the end of 
xxi, are at the grammatical rather than the poetic level. 
Chapter xxii, however, contains three passages to which 
I want just to call attention because they are of impor- 
tance for two separate reasons. 

Two of the passages are on p. 75 : 

The perfection of Diction is for it to be at once clear and not 
mean. The clearest indeed is that made up of the ordinary words 
for things, but it is mean, as is shown by the poetry of Cleophon 
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and Sthenelus. On the other hand the Diction becomes distin- 
guished and non-prosaic by the use of unfamiliar terms, i.e. 
strange words, metaphors, lengthened forms, and everything 
that deviates from the ordinary modes of speech. . . . 

... A certain admixture, accordingly, of unfamiliar terms is 
necessary. These, the strange word, the metaphor, the orna- 
mental equivalent, etc., will save the language from seeming 
mean and prosaic, while the ordinary words in it will secure the 
requisite clearness. 

These are one of the sources of the mistaken renais- 
sance neo-classic view of language which spoke of words 
as if they were merely the "dress" of a thought, so that 
you could keep the " thought" unaltered but dress it 
more plainly or more ornately according to taste. A still 
more influential source of this theory was Horace's Ars 
Poetica. 

But there is also in ch. xxii (p. 78) one short passage 
of two sentences which does contain at least the germ of a 
fruitful and valuable approach to poetry: 

But the greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. 
It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from others; and it is 
also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an in- 
tuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars. 

The importance of that passage need hardly be under- 
lined, and it has had its full share of recognition from 
modern critics. It is curious that Aristotle nowhere ex- 
panded it. 1 But do not forget that he wrote it. 

I wish to say little about the theory of imitation beyond 
this; but there are a few points that I want to make quite 
clear, as guides against false assumptions rather than as 
developments of the positive side of the theory. The main 
points can be put in two sentences : 

(1) Aristotle is in more ways than one seriously 
inconsistent in his use of the term "imitation". 

(2) What he says is partly naive, almost childish, 
and partly very sophisticated. 

1 [He has a good deal to say about metaphor in Rhetoric, III, chs. 
ii and x.] 
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As a consequence of these facts, it is possible, by taking 
some parts of what Aristotle says to the exclusion or dis- 
tortion of others, to push his general theory of art either 
towards a crude representationalism or towards a de- 
veloped, rather airy idealism, according to taste. 

In what follows I shall use "imitation" as a single- word 
translation of the Aristotelian word /^u/rqots, and the verb 
"to imitate" for its verb. 

First, let us look at some of the inconsistencies. 

One of the major inconsistencies in the use of the term 
"imitation" occurs in Aristotle's treatment of narrative 
poetry. This question goes back to Plato, who, in the Re- 
public, Book III (393-4), opposes imitation to narrative in 
a main part of his argument against poetry as a form of 
imitation. Socrates there says that if an epic poet such as 
Homer "never concealed his own person" but wrote his 
whole poem as narrative, there would be no imitation in 
it; that poetry is imitative when the poet speaks in the 
person of another and makes his style like that of the per- 
son who is said to be speaking. This is used by Socrates 
as a means of dividing all poetry and story-telling into 
one of three forms : 

First, that which employs representation only, tragedy and 
comedy, as you say. Secondly, that in which the poet speaks 
in his own person ; the best example is lyric poetry. Thirdly, 
that which employs both methods, epic and various other kinds 
of poetry. 

(Trs. H. D. P. Lee, p. 133.) 

This Platonic * division is not forgotten by Aristotle, who 
uses it in ch. xxiv (p. 83, the whole of the middle para- 
graph) : the central sentence is : 

The poet should say very little in propria persona, as he is no 
imitator when doing that. 

1 [Cf. G. M. A. Grube, Plato's Thought (Methuen, London, 1935), 
c 6, pp. 179-208. "The discussion in the tenth book is somewhat 
confused because Plato here seems to be using the word fjitfirjcrts in 
both the general and particular sense. We should do well, how- 
ever, to hold fast to the meaning of uncritical impersonation from 
which he himself starts" (p. 188).] 
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But this paragraph in ch. xxiv is utterly inconsistent 
with what he says in ch. iii and elsewhere in passages 
where he plainly includes narrative among the forms of 
imitation. The main passage at the beginning of ch. iii 
is as follows (p. 27) : 

Given both the same means and the same kind of object for 
imitation, one may either ( i ) speak at one moment in narrative 
and at another in an assumed character, as Homer does; or 
(2) one may remain the same throughout, without any such 
change; or (3) the imitators may represent the whole story 
dramatically, as though they were actually doing the things 
described. 

It is very difficult, in fact impossible, to explain this in- 
consistency away as a careless use of terms, 1 because in 
each place the term "imitation" is built into the argu- 
ment of the context, and the drifts of the argument in the 
two places are in contrary directions. 

Though it is not possible to try to explain this incon- 
sistency away, it is possible to try to explain it ; and that 
attempt will, I hope, throw some light on Aristotle's 
treatment of imitation in general. 

The discussion will partly turn upon the distinction be- 
tween imitation in the sense of "mimicry", and imitation 
used as a term for works of art. Many of the inconsisten- 
cies, shifts and uncertainties in Aristotle's use of the term 
"imitation" can be better understood if this basic distinc- 
tion is clearly grasped. 

tThe essence of that kind of imitation which is "mimi- 
cry" is that the imitation is in the same medium, in the same 
material, as the thing imitated. This is often expressed in 
the Latin phrase in part materia. A man imitating the call 
of a cuckoo does it in the medium of sound, with his 
voice; whether the aim is to deceive with illusions of false 
spring, or to take in another cuckoo, or as Aristotle says 
to give pleasure by the likeness, to entertain his friends 
the method is the same:|the medium of the imitation is in 
every case the same as\he matter of the thing imitated, 

1 As Bywater does in the Introduction to his edition, p. xv ; also his 
notes on the two passages do not adequately take the matter up. 
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that is sound ; and in such a case deceit, actual delusion, is 
possible, given the right conditions. 

Another example takes the matter a little further. 
Take the case of a child walking behind a pompous or 
peculiar person in the street and mimicking the gait and 
gestures of the person in front of him. Here the medium 
of the imitation is still in a sense the same as the material 
of the thing imitated one person walking imitates the 
movement of another person walking; but here under no 
circumstances is there any possibility of delusion or de- 
ceit. The si^e of the child absolutely forbids it. Even 
though the medium is largely the same, this is not a hoax 
but an entertainment. The pleasure to be got from it, 
such as it is, lies in seeing the combination of likeness with 
unlikeness (as with a metaphor) . 

/It seems quite plain that Aristotle had not altogether 
got away from the sense of imitation by which it means 
plain mimicry of something in the same medium. And 
the evidence of this is that he uses the fact that children 
learn by imitation in support of his general doctrine that 
"art" is a form of imitation.^ 

Plato's whole theory of artistic imitation and conse- 
quently his whole condemnation of it on the intellectual 
side was exactly this ; it was all a form of mimicry, and 
was in effect a foolish and time- wasting attempt to "riv?\ 
reality". The silliness of this has been adequately showri 
many times, and recently (1951) with great clarity 
by N. R. Murphy in The Interpretation of Plato's Republic, 
ch. xi. He there points out quite adequately that to 
know the essential difference between a bed and a picture 
of a bed you merely have to try sleeping on the paint 
and canvas. 

In the main lines of his thought Aristotle was con- 
cerned to overthrow this early and crude Platonic doc- 
trine, along with the theory of the "Ideas" on which it 
was based. It has often been clearly pointed out that 
Aristotle's great advance on Plato's general theory of art 
is the conception of the medium. Once you see this differ- 
ence a likeness of form, perhaps, but an essential differ- 
ence of matter you can no longer look on art as an 
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attempt to rival reality; it is something different, to be de- 
fended in its own right: and the main drift of all the 
Poetics is in that direction. 

Why, then, did Aristotle not jettison all reference to 
the elementary idea of mimicry in his theory of imita- 
tion? 

I have time only to suggest one explanation. He saw 
that in the drama, in acting, there is an element of 
mimicry. The matter imitated is men in action, and the 
medium of the art is men in action also. He could not 
quite lose sight of this, and it led him into those parts of 
his work which could be later twisted to an entirely delu- 
sionist theory of drama. 

He is trying to maintain a delicate balance between 
contradictory extremes ; this mimic element in the drama 
is one extreme. 

At the other extreme we find him saying that music (in 
which the representationalist element is at a minimum) 
is the most imitative of the arts because its movements 
and melodies correspond to the moods of men's souls. 

In the general theory he is trying to maintain a balance 
bf the same kind as he is trying to maintain in his theory 
<^f dramatic character. There the extremes are : 

(a) that characters should be "like" ourselves ; 

(b) that the poet imitates men as they ought to 
be, not as they are. 

tlie element of "likeness" is necessary for sympathy; the 
element of "unlikeness" is required so that their actions 
may have the greatness and coherence necessary to the 
unlifelike unity of a dramatic plot. 
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